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ABSTRACT
Brummer, James Leo. PhD. The University of Memphis. May, 2017. Paltry
Things: Cormac McCarthy's Westward Turn and the Search for American Masculinity.
Theron Britt PhD.
American masculinity is in crisis. Even a cursory glance at the headlines reveals as much,
suggesting in particular that white, working class American men are experiencing the
greatest cultural anxiety. The Western novels of Cormac McCarthy (indeed, all of his
novels) are populated almost exclusively by this demographic: white men without college
degrees, at or below the poverty line, suddenly struggling to find their place in a country
they always assumed was theirs. McCarthy’s writing career began with the publication of
The Orchard Keeper in 1965 and for over half a century has mapped an increasingly
unstable terrain for men in America. His Western novels in particular, beginning with the
publication of Blood Meridian in 1985, show men wandering landscapes largely of their
own making which now threaten them with slow extinction. All the Pretty Horses (1992),
The Crossing (1994), Cities of the Plain (1998), and No Country for Old Men (2005)
expand upon these men even as the country seems to contract around them. McCarthy’s
men are in search of themselves and in search of a country which, they dimly suspect,
may never have actually existed.
My dissertation accompanies these men upon their search and brings to bear a
wide range of scholarship to aid them in articulating what they cannot. Cultural scholars
such as Richard Slotkin, Leslie Fiedler, and Slavoj Žižek help contextualize this search
within America’s historical, mythic, and philosophical past. Feminist scholars such as
Luce Irigaray, Judith Butler, and Nell Sullivan reveal how McCarthy’s constructions of
masculinity cannot be fully understood without grounding them in the work of second-
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wave feminism. Michael Kimmel, E. Anthony Rotundo, and R.W. Connell expand upon
these insights within the growing field of Masculinity Studies and provide a more
nuanced and contemporary vocabulary with which to understand the crisis of masculinity
American men are experiencing and its refraction through McCarthy’s Western novels.
McCarthy’s archives and the work of Daniel Robert King develop the discussion beyond
the novels themselves by providing rare glimpses into their creation and the author
himself.
For over fifty years Cormac McCarthy has been fictionalizing the struggle of a
certain class of men in America: to shed the trappings of increasingly anachronistic
masculine signifiers; to understand the degree to which their sense of manhood has
empowered and imprisoned them while often brutalizing others; and to discover, perhaps,
a way forward to a conception of masculinity that no longer threatens to make them men
without a country.

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Chapter

Page

1

Introduction: Go West Young Man

2

Blood Meridian: American Manhood Unleashed

12

3

All the Pretty Horses: The Rise of Second-Wave Feminism

42

4

The Crossing: The Rise of Masculinity Studies

66

5

Cities of the Plain: The Author Unleashed

94

6

No Country for Old Men: What is Past, or Passing, or to Come

Works Cited

1

125
157

vi

INTRODUCTION: GO WEST YOUNG MAN
America has always been in search of itself, and no matter the reason, whether
buoyed by optimism, spurred by anxiety, driven by greed, or compelled by necessity,
Americans have looked to the West to discover (or invent) the central pillars of our
cultural identity. One reason for this gravitational attraction, this migratory magnetism
may be that Americans stem from a long line of men (and women) with Daddy issues:
pilgrims in search of religious freedom, second-born sons in search of estates, convicts
cast off in the colonies . . . from its inception the need to carve an identity beyond the
bounds set by our fathers has animated American life and ushered us toward the sunset.1
Michael Kimmel, one of the founders of Masculinity Studies, notes a connection to
“American novels [which] often include a search for father—for legitimacy, perhaps, but
also for the warmth and tenderness that readers felt lacking, since their real fathers were
preoccupied with their careers” (Manhood 105). America and American men are in a
perpetual state of growing up, of heading out—a culture on continuous march. And the
material and mythic destination that drives American self-discovery has always been the
West.
The process of self-discovery is ongoing, of course. Recently, American men in
particular seem to have entered into a period of profound anxiety regarding their cultural
identity. The headlines are crowded with stories about a crisis in masculinity, refracted
like everything else at the moment through the lens of the most recent presidential
election: “Men Need Help. Is Hillary Clinton the Answer?” asks one article. “How to Be
Sara Spurgeon notes that “The presence of a potent landscape which becomes as vital to the story as its
human characters is apparent in nearly all of McCarthy’s work, and the death of nature itself is the
controlling reality of The Road. The fact that McCarthy’s father provided legal defense for the TVA’s dambuilding no doubt laid at least some of the groundwork, as Cant and others have argued, for the fraught
father-son relationships that underlie most of McCarthy’s fiction” (Cormac McCarthy 5).
1

1

a Man in the Age of Trump?” asks another. “Teaching Men to Be Emotionally Honest”
extends beyond the political moment to consider how this crisis in masculinity is
evolving on college campuses, while “Do You Even Moisturize, Bro?”2 tacks off on its
own quirky trajectory, chafing at conventional attitudes regarding masculinity while
bravely reaching for the emollients. Clearly something is amiss.
American manhood has, of course, never been as stable as American men would
like to believe. Upon closer inspection, nearly all of our icons of masculinity—the
frontier hero, the carefree cowboy, the dashing detective, even the starched and smiling
breadwinner of suburbia—reveal themselves to be carefully constructed cultural cutouts,
bright projections which flatten our ideals about manhood while leaving the complexities
to lurk in the shadows.3 American manhood can appear to be all surface, all costume: a
masculinity that pairs cowboy boots with Armani suits, Stetsons with collar studs, and
blue jeans with boardrooms. Even as the frontier was closed, as rural populations
declined and gave way to urban power centers, and the pop-culture potency of Westerns
declined on the page as well as the screen, American men still looked westward, both to
define themselves and escape from themselves. It is precisely this compulsion to look
westward and its complex motivations: an abiding nostalgia for a romanticized past; a
burgeoning and suspicious revisionist sensibility; and deep-seated anxieties regarding a
place to call home that Cormac McCarthy interrogates in his own turn to the American
West.
2

Each of these articles (alongside many others related to masculinity) appeared in The New York Times in
2016.
“The history of masculinity, it should be abundantly clear, is not linear. There is no master line of
development to which all else is subordinate, no simple shift from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern.’ Rather we see,
in the world created by European empires, complex structures of gender relations in which dominant,
subordinated and marginalized masculinities are in constant interaction, changing the conditions for each
other’s existence and transforming themselves as they do” (Connell 199).
3
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My dissertation will read McCarthy’s Western novels—Blood Meridian, All the
Pretty Horses, The Crossing, Cities of the Plain, and No Country for Old Men—through
the lens of America’s contemporary crisis in masculinity, arguing that McCarthy’s midcareer turn to the genre of the Western signals not a retreat from but a headlong
engagement with a range of contemporary issues related to American manhood. The
action of McCarthy’s Westerns spans American history from the mid nineteenth to the
early twenty-first century, roughly the period since the closing of the Western frontier.
McCarthy’s professional writing career, on the other hand, began in 1965 which situates
the publication of all of his novels, including his Westerns, within the rising period of
cultural anxiety over authority and gender since the Vietnam War.
Blood Meridian, McCarthy’s first Western, radically redeploys classic Western
tropes (of setting, plot, and character, for example) to problematize America’s fascination
with geographic and cultural imperialism, the need to define our own manhood by
appropriating or destroying another’s. A novel that alternates between soaring prose and
searing violence, Blood Meridian refocuses the role of the passive reader into that of a
much more complicit witness as it creates and explores a frontier where not only
masculinity but humanity itself seems up for grabs. Published in 1985 but with a
compositional history that dates much earlier, Blood Meridian forces its readers to
reexamine how impulses toward violence and power not only influenced America and
American manhood during the age of Manifest Destiny, but how these same impulses
continue to complicate what it means to be a man in America in the aftermath of the
Vietnam conflict. Richard Slotkin’s far-ranging study of the central role violence has
played in defining the American character, John Cawelti’s analysis of the constitutive
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elements of the Western as a literary and popular genre, and Barcley Owen’s discussion
of the persistent influence Western myths and motifs play in contemporary American
culture all serve an important part in wrenching Blood Meridian from the annals of
America’s bloody past and repositioning it as a trenchant commentary on manhood in
America’s present.
All the Pretty Horses, volume one of The Border Trilogy, seemingly offers a more
conventional treatment of Western themes while recasting the classic line “this town ain’t
big enough for the both of us” in the context of gender roles. A kinder, gentler story on its
surface without the obvious shock and awe of its predecessor, All the Pretty Horses was
the first novel to bring McCarthy widespread popular acclaim and financial success.
Viewed as a “sell-out” by die-hard McCarthy fans, the novel is easily misread as little
more than an adolescent tale of doomed lovers, Romeo and Juliet across the border. Nell
Sullivan’s feminist readings of McCarthy’s fiction, Gail Morrison’s insights into gender
roles on both sides of the U.S./Mexican border, as well as prominent feminist voices like
Luce Irigaray and Judith Butler inform my reading of McCarthy’s second Western and
help complicate its treatment of both men and women within a generic framework that
has a tendency to flatten both.
The Crossing, volume two of The Border Trilogy, embodies these complications
in its protagonist Billy Parham, whose literal crossings in and out of Mexico become
analogues for his internal quest toward self-identification. Billy expertly wears the
costume of conventional masculinity even as he struggles to understand and express
himself in a more nuanced fashion. His actions, his wandering, and the minimal access
McCarthy grants to his interiority reveal a man trapped by increasingly anachronistic
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conceptions of masculinity while desperately searching for cultural signposts to lead him
to a deeper self-awareness. Michael Kimmel’s cultural history of American manhood, E.
Athony Rotundo’s historical survey of how masculinity has evolved over time, and
Daniel Worden’s work on literary Modernism and masculine style all help contextualize
Billy’s struggle for identity within the growing field of Masculinity Studies in American
and beyond.
Cities of the Plain, the final volume of The Border Trilogy, explores much of the
same terrain as McCarthy’s first two volumes and provides a unique opportunity to
consider the role one of America’s most notoriously masculine writers plays in
substantiating and subverting American masculinity. This chapter peers behind the veil of
McCarthy’s oft-cited reclusiveness to reveal a writer intimately engaged in the making
and marketing of his work, a writer far more in touch with popular currents than
previously thought. Dianne Luce, an early McCarthy scholar, and McCarthy’s papers,
now part of the Southwestern Writers Collection/Wittliff Collections at Texas State
University, play a prominent role in this chapter, as does Daniel Robert King’s in-depth
exploration of McCarthy’s collaborative relationships with editors, agents, and
consultants. This chapter seeks to expand an understanding of McCarthy’s male
characters by taking a closer look at the man himself.
Finally, No Country for Old Men emerges as perhaps McCarthy’s ultimate
statement regarding American men and the American West and offers deep and
disturbing insights into the dream (the nightmare?) that continues to hold such sway over
masculinity in America. McCarthy’s final Western, like his first, refuses to play nice and
exploits the genre’s conventions even as it undermines them. Robert Jarrett’s analysis of
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structural and generic patterns in McCarthy’s work, Lee Mitchell’s discussion of the
novel versus the film, and Nathaniel Lewis’s influential study of the role authenticity
plays in Western literature are all-important elements of this chapter. McCarthy’s
Western novels demonstrate the degree to which American masculinity has been defined
by a specific set of cultural myths and models. No Country for Old Men asks whether this
has been a blessing or a curse.
But first things first. Though the five novels mentioned above firmly situate
McCarthy within the tradition of Western writers, it should be noted that he spent the first
twenty years of his professional life as a writer associated not with the American West
but with the American South. McCarthy’s first novel, The Orchard Keeper (1965),
initiated this association as evidenced from Orville Prescott’s less-than-glowing review in
The New York Times:
Cormac McCarthy grew up in the hills and mountain coves east of Knoxville,
Tenn. There he must have spent much of his time inspecting flora and fauna,
listening to the talk of the hill people and acquiring a nostalgic yearning for a
society not so much outside the law as indifferent to it. Later he must have spent
as much time studying Faulkner's novels. In his "The Orchard Keeper" he has his
own story to tell; but he tells it with so many of Faulkner's literary devices and
mannerisms that he half submerges his own talents beneath a flood of imitation.
Coincidentally, McCarthy’s editor at Random House, Albert Erskine, had also been
Faulkner’s long-time editor, and indeed The Orchard Keeper, with its tentative use of
stream of consciousness and its obvious fascination with rural people and practices lent
some credence to the conclusion that McCarthy was just the latest in a long line of
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Faulkner disciples. The novel sold poorly and McCarthy remained enshadowed by the
writer who did more than anyone else to put the American South on the literary map.
McCarthy’s second novel, Outer Dark, appeared three years later. It fared better in The
New York Times, where Guy Davenport wrote, “The originality of Mr. McCarthy's novel
is not in its theme or locale, both of which are impressively ancient. It is his style which
compels admiration, a style compounded of Appalachian phrases as plain and as
functional as an ax,” but it too sold poorly and, with its Gothic sensibilities and
Appalachian setting, confirmed McCarthy’s status as a Southern novelist. Child of God,
McCarthy’s third novel, haunts the same Southern landscape as his first two and displays
the same fascination with rural folk and rural violence. Richard Brickner, in his tepid
review of novel for The New York Times, (“A Hero Cast Out, Even by Tragedy”) was not
sure exactly how to categorize the novel, but deserves some credit for managing not to
mention Faulkner in the attempt. Brickner seems confident that the novel’s protagonist,
the necrophilic Lester Ballard, “is a rural squatter, living in an abandoned house in the
Tennessee hill country” but beyond that the novel leaves him as it left its scant few
readers from the general public: mostly at a loss. When his fourth novel, Suttree, was
published more than a decade after his first, McCarthy’s reputation as a Southern novelist
seemed unassailable. Suttree, wrote Jerome Charyn, “is a fat one [novel], a book with
rude, startling power and a flood of talk. Much of it takes place on the Tennessee River,
and Cormac McCarthy, who has written ‘The Orchard Keeper’ and other novels, gives us
a sense of river life that reads like a doomed ‘Huckleberry Finn.’” Charyn substitutes
Twain for Faulkner, but the effect is the same—McCarthy is a regional writer, an obscure
local colorist of the American South. None of McCarthy’s first early novels sold well, he
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was largely unknown by the reading public and only slightly more so within academia.
The author never granted interviews, refused speaking engagements and teaching
positions, seemed utterly unconcerned with garnering a wider audience, and apparently
relished the aura of mystery and reclusiveness which attended him . . . just another
eccentric voice of the American South. Madison Smartt Bell wryly observed that
McCarthy “shunned publicity so effectively he wasn’t even famous for it” (9).
Then he moved West.
My dissertation picks up the scent of McCarthy’s trail at this juncture in his
career. Having clearly established himself as a Southern writer, what are readers and
critics to make of this unexpected Western turn? Why would an author so thoroughly
steeped in the traditions, dialects, and folkways of one iconic literary region4 suddenly
change course, pick up his literal and figurative stakes, and light out for the territories?
Why would an author whose first four novels reveled in the baroque textures and
tonalities of language adopt a genre more commonly associated with the laconic
sputtering of cowboys, Wister’s famous ungrammatical sons of the soil? McCarthy
moved to El Paso, Texas, even before Suttree was published in 1979 and for the next five
years, funded by a $250,000 MacArthur Fellowship (a “genius” grant), would travel the
borderlands between Texas and Mexico while researching his first Western, Blood
Meridian. He lives in the American Southwest to this day, residing in Santa Fe, New
Mexico, since 1998 and acting as writer in residence at The Santa Fe Institute where he
is, in fact, the only writer at the “private, not-for-profit, independent research and
education center, founded in 1984, where leading scientists grapple with some of the
“His ear for dialects is so keen, some linguists claim they can identify whether a character is from the
eastern or western Appalachians based solely on the character’s speech patterns” (Spurgeon, Cormac
McCarthy 4).
4
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most compelling and complex problems of our time” (santafe.edu). While others at the
institute engage issues ranging from “Information, Thermodynamics, and the Evolution
of Complexity in Biological Systems” to “Social Networks, Big Data, and PhysicsPowered Inference,” McCarthy has spent nearly all of his time at the institute writing
about men. Men lost and wandering in the vast landscapes of America’s West. Men
whose default means of communication is more often violent than verbal. Men who fear,
fantasize about, and efface women. Men without a country. Men in search of themselves.
As so many contemporary headlines suggest, the increasingly desperate search for
a conception of masculinity that makes sense of men’s lives in the early twenty-first
century is also one of the most compelling and complex problems of our time. In his
Western novels, Cormac McCarthy delves deep into this problem, exploring its mythic
roots, examining its modern manifestations, and destabilizing many of the bedrock
assumptions upon which American men have built an understanding of themselves. Far
from monolithic and impenetrable, McCarthy’s Westerns suggest that American
manhood has been built on pillars of sand all along. It is time to rebuild.
For all the insight, meticulous research, and granular detail McCarthy’s Westerns
provide into American masculinity, it should be noted that African American men are
almost completely absent from the author’s Western universe. When black men are
mentioned it is most often in the form of racial epithets casually uttered by whites. Their
near complete evacuation from the Western landscape in McCarthy’s fiction means that
they are also almost completely missing from this study, a serious omission. To speak of
a crisis in American masculinity without giving voice to African American men—who
have suffered hegemonic constructions of manhood perhaps more than any other group—
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is to significantly limit this dissertation’s scope. I wish to acknowledge this limitation at
the outset. McCarthy’s Westerns transmit a wealth of information regarding American
masculinity, but like so much of our historical and cultural production, do so along a
frustratingly monochromatic spectrum. To confront in detail this glaring omission is
beyond the scope of the present study, but I would be remiss not to directly address it at
the beginning.
It is also important to note that this dissertation is not intended as an apology on
behalf of white men in America. That a certain class of white men feel dislocated by
cultural changes, and that McCarthy’s Westerns explore this dislocation in vital and
previously underappreciated ways is central to my argument. Who is to blame for this
dislocation, this crisis of American masculinity, what Kimmel calls “that aggrieved
entitlement that lies underneath the anger of American white men” (Angry White Men
203)? That is another question entirely. White men in America, including working-class
white men, assumed their roles as standard-bearers of American culture after generations
of privilege. To a large degree, the discomfort and anxiety this group is currently
experiencing is inversely proportionate to the power and license they have taken for
granted almost from the country’s founding. Historically, white men have simply
assumed that America is their country, American manhood theirs as well. Michael
Kimmel opens his book Manhood in America: A Cultural History by making the
seemingly absurd claim that “American men have no history” (1). To unpack this
assertion requires acknowledging that, until recently, American history—political,
scientific, athletic, artistic—has been little more than the story of white men. American
men have no history because they have been able to take the very concept of history for
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granted. Theirs is the story, they the storytellers. Men in McCarthy’s novels, though
treated sympathetically at times, more often suffer scathing critique. It may be true that
contemporary America has no place for “old” men such as these, but it is equally true that
contemporary America is largely a product of these same lost souls. McCarthy selfconsciously appropriates the conventions of the iconic story of American manhood, the
Western, to detonate these casual assumptions, complicate their antecedents, and—
perhaps—gesture to a way forward.
American men have always looked West: to find their ideals and shed their
disappointments, to rush into the future and run away from the past, to fulfill hopes they
could only vaguely comprehend and repress fears they would rather leave behind. After
decades as a writer of Southern fiction, Cormac McCarthy followed American manhood
out West. My dissertation tracks his journey and theirs in an attempt to open up a
definition and destination for masculinity in America in a landscape where all signs point
to a closing frontier.

11

CHAPTER TWO: BLOOD MERIDIAN—AMERICAN MANHOOD UNLEASED
The horrific images of slaughtered civilians that fill the middle pages
document a massacre but do not show which side committed it, and the
terse captions do not explain how it happened. . . . the narrative itself is
organized in a “cinematic” way as a series of selected “cuts” that jump
from one participant-observer to another. There is no omniscient narrator to
construe the action for us. . . . This formal organization has the effect of
engaging readers/viewers deeply in the task of construing the story for
themselves. And since the story is one of atrocity, the effect of this
engagement is to make the reader feel responsible for and implicated in the
outcome. (582)
Violent acts refuse containment. And language which seeks to capture such acts,
to tame them, order them, or delineate them is doomed to reductions, effacements, and
even blatant lies. Note how, in its attempt to render violence on the page, the epigraph
eschews the order traditionally expected to be provided by plot. It collapses the safe
distance between participant and observer, and it gestures to innovations and experiments
more commonly associated with visual arts than with print. Even the authority
conventionally associated with the narrator has disappeared. Note too that these lines do
not refer to any of the seemingly endless attacks so meticulously chronicled in Cormac
McCarthy’s first Western Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the West, but
instead to Life magazine’s coverage of the 1968 Mylai massacre in Vietnam. This is
Richard Slotkin’s reading, from Gunfighter Nation, of Mylai’s destabilizing influence on
the American public and it affords entrance into the array of destabilizing techniques
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McCarthy employs throughout Blood Meridian to create a Western that ultimately
transcends its historical and geographical loci and forces a profound series of
recalibrations related to America’s violent past, present, and future. Rather than signaling
a retreat into nostalgia, therefore, or simply an occasion to elegize the losses suffered on
behalf of advancing American civilization1, McCarthy’s Western turn can be read as
actively engaging a host of contemporary anxieties, particularly as they relate to the role
violence plays in America’s definition of itself and of American masculinity, both at
home and abroad. This chapter will situate McCarthy’s first Western firmly within this
contemporary conversation and demonstrate how McCarthy manipulates generic
conventions to make an old dog perform new tricks, to erode the comfortable distance
between reader and witness, and to shift responsibility from historical characters to
contemporary readers.
“See the child” (3). So begins McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, and with this simple
imperative, these three monosyllables, McCarthy commands the reader’s vision and
refuses to let it go. As a litany of horrors resounds almost unabated throughout the story,
the novel’s first sentence commands that we look, that we reexamine our history and the
way boys grow into men through a lens of inescapable violence. Through startling (and
beautiful) depictions Blood Meridian boldly stakes its claim in a genealogy of violence
reaching to the earliest beginnings of the Western genre (indeed, to the earliest
beginnings of American literature), while more subversively challenging readers and
scholars with an experience fundamentally different from any of its predecessors.
Cawelti identifies as a major mode of the Western, just this elegiac tendency “which dominates the novels
of Cooper and many recent Westerns. Here the imperatives of civilization and the good values of savagery
prove irreconcilable and we are invited to lament the passing of these values as the price to be paid for
civilization” (34).
1
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Assaulted by its unremitting violence, reviewers and critics of Blood Meridian have
tended either to condemn the novel as irredeemably flawed or to construct complex,
sometimes tortured theories seeking to justify or rationalize the violence that saturates
nearly every page.2 To varying degrees, these readings recognize the book’s unique
demands upon the reader but fail adequately to account for it.
The unremitting violence in Blood Meridian, which at first seems to situate the
novel along a continuum of violence very much at the center of the genre of the
American Western (from its progenitors in seventeenth-century captivity narratives,
through eighteenth-century frontier biographies, and into the dime novels and cowboy
Westerns of the twentieth century), ultimately separates the novel in important ways from
its own precursors, in the process destabilizing American ideologies of Manifest Destiny,
Cold War Imperialism, geo-political Interventionism, and constructions of masculinity.
Both canonical and more peripheral literary examples from each period within the
genre’s evolution repeatedly demonstrate how horrific, shocking scenes of violence have
populated the genre from its inception; indeed, readers soon came to expect violence as a
necessary generic element.3 McCarthy worked for decades on the composition of Blood

Caryn James’ April 1986 review in the New York Times—“Blood Meridian comes at the reader like a slap
in the face, an affront that asks us to endure a vision of the Old West full of charred human skulls, bloodsoaked scalps, a tree hung with the bodies of dead infants.” J.M. Blom and F.R. Leavis—“The unnamed
‘hero” of the novel rides with a band of unspeakably bloodthirsty perverts and their unappetizing
adventures are pushed down the reader’s throat through the full 337 pages of the novel” (438-439). Barcley
Owens—conflates the novel’s violence with everything from “our daily bread of mass-media culture . . .
[to] ‘My McDonald’s’ advertising to Monday Night Football” (XI). Mark Winchell—“The problem is that
the sustained and senseless violence of this book can shock for only so long before it begins to numb. The
killing and maiming are finally so repetitious that action becomes the cause of boredom rather than an
escape from it. In setting this tale in the old Southwest, McCarthy proves conclusively that it wasn't the
Nazis who invented the banality of evil” (309).
2

Cawelti speaks of the need for “a fictional pattern that would disguise the hero’s aggressive impulses
while permitting them a full and legitimate indulgence. This pattern has shaped many aspect of the Western
formula, in particular the way in which it works toward a moral and stylistic differentiation of the hero’s
violence as legitimate and good, from that of the outlaws or savages” (55).
3
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Meridian, “the composition of the novel spanned the terms of three presidents: Ford,
Carter, and Reagan and . . . McCarthy’s compositional process began while America was
ending its long horrible vacation in Southeast Asia” (Kiefer 12). McCarthy’s archive,
now part of the Wittliff Collections (Southwestern Writers Collection) at Texas State
University, provides fascinating access to the novel’s genesis. In a handwritten letter to
rare book dealer Howard Woolmer dated June 26, 1977, McCarthy writes, “I’m in
Tucson working on my ‘western,’ long book supposed to be out this year, but maybe
not.” And in February of the same year in another letter to Woolmer he adds, “I’m
working on a western—based loosely on historical events, Mexico in 1849—illustrated
with about 2 dozen period prints—woodcuts mostly. The book is essentially finished
(300 pp) —but needs to be completely rewritten.”4 Clearly, by the time McCarthy’s
elaborate rewriting made the novel ready for publication in 1985, explicit violence had
become a definitive ingredient in the Western and utterly commonplace in American
literature across a variety of genres. “Never before had such violence been depicted so
openly in the mass media. Newspapers, magazines, television and films were full of
images of carnage” (Owens 22). Still, even in a popular culture awash in violence
McCarthy’s novel is shocking.
Blood Meridian’s violence differs from earlier writers, however, not merely in its
quantity (a sticking point for many early reviewers and critics of the novel) but more
importantly in its quality. As early reviewers often failed to see, the novel selfconsciously enters the genre’s violent tradition only to subvert and ultimately explode the
reader’s expectations (or demands) that it use violence in conventional or justifiable
ways. As long as violence is productive—as a caricature of masculinity, or in making the
4

Woolmer Collection. Box 1. Folder 2.
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frontier safe for Anglo settlement, or as a means of retribution for the transgressions of
the enemy du jour—its presence in Westerns was not only tolerated, but celebrated. Blood
Meridian’s first word commands its readers to “see” and we eagerly, somewhat guiltily
peer inside, only to find “a legion of horribles, hundreds in number” (52). Readers soon
discover this is no mere hyperbole; from the novel’s epigraphs to the compressed
exposition and through every episode which follows, the violence accretes with lurid
precision and threatens to break free of the dusty, desert regions of the past to infect the
way we view the present.
This tendency for the novel’s violence to “break free”—from history, from
geography, from nationality, perhaps even from gender—also breaks the novel’s readers
from their traditional role; the text makes witnesses of us all. Cultural critic Slavoj Žižek
gestures toward the transformative power of witnessing violence when he writes, “there
is something inherently mystifying in a direct confrontation with it [violence]: the
overpowering horror of violent acts and empathy with the victims inexorably function as
a lure, which prevents us from thinking” (Violence 4). Blood Meridian certainly confronts
its readers with overpowering horror, though evocations of empathy for its victims are
strikingly missing. Elsewhere, Žižek expands upon the alluring, siren call of violence
saying:
There is violence and violence: there are violent passages à l’acte which merely
bear witness to the agent’s impotence; there is a violence the true aim of which is
to make sure that nothing actually changes . . . and there is the violent act of
actually changing the basic coordinates of a constellation. . . . this very place
should be opened up through a gesture which is thoroughly violent in its
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impassive refusal, through a gesture of pure withdrawal in which—to quote
Mallarmé—rien n’aura eu lieu que le lieu, nothing will have taken place but the
place itself. (Parallax 381)
McCarthy’s aim and Blood Meridian’s achievement is to evacuate the landscape so
thoroughly that seemingly nothing remains but violence, to utterly deconstruct the aura of
mystery which Žižek references and which had increasingly come to surround violence,
especially in the genre of the Western. Here is violence that does not simply revise or
even subvert, but as Žižek suggests, changes the basic coordinates of how we view both
its historical reality and its ongoing effects. By resonating across multiple historical
landscapes simultaneously (a prehistoric gondwanaland, the blood-slaked borders of the
U.S. and Mexico in the mid 1800’s, and the Cold War rhetoric of cowboy president
Ronald Reagan in the mid 1980’s) Blood Meridian does more than change the
coordinates of how we view violence and the men who create it. It obliterates them.
In “War and Representation” Frederic Jameson echoes Žižek when he argues that
violent atrocities “[are] something that happens, not so much to individuals, to characters
as such, as to the landscape, which fades in and out of nightmare, its mingled dialects
now intelligible, now the gibberish of aliens” where the “same scenes of carnage and
flight over and over again” are “beyond history, beyond narrative” (1538). Though not
written in direct reference to Blood Meridian, Jameson’s insights perfectly describe the
novel’s nightmarish, alien world. The tendency for characters to elide into landscape
noted by Žižek and Jameson becomes a central motif in Blood Meridian, and the kid’s
first forays into the world soon find him amid “all races, all breeds. Men whose speech
sounds like the grunting of apes” (2). A postmodern tour de force, the novel offers its

17

readers one literary convention after another—hyper-masculine, laconic cowboys, brutal
indian attacks, smoke-filled saloons, gambling, drinking, prostitution, and of course high,
lonesome desert landscapes—only to dismantle these conventions until violence and the
battered husks of men, its echoes, are all that remains. “Dont look away,” Judge Holden
commands more than once, “We are not speaking in mysteries” (329).
The Western has become perhaps the iconic American narrative, in print and on
screen, both reflecting and creating our cultural and masculine identities with a range of
influences which have become atmospheric. The historical, political, gendered, and
mythic foundations upon which such narratives have been constructed, however, prove
far less stable than once imagined, and it is precisely this instability that McCarthy’s first
Western exploits. In an early letter to Robert Erskine, his editor at Random House,
McCarthy reveals that “[the] truth is that the historical material is really—to me—little
more than a framework upon which to hang a dramatic inquiry into the nature of destiny
and history and the uses of reason and knowledge and the nature of evil and all these
sorts of things which have plagued folks since there were folks” (King, McCarthy’s
Literary Evolution, 82). Blood Meridian masterfully and systematically nullifies the
reader’s deep-seated generic expectations, replacing them with violence used in such a
way and to such a degree that the reader has no choice but to look and think, no choice
but to become more than mere voyeur or spectator, but a witness—with all the word
entails—to the role violence has played and continues to play in the novel, in our cultural
history, in our language, and in ourselves. As McCarthy told Erskine in his letter:
America’s bloody past could become the dramatic means through with the author could
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reveal the framework of violence which underpins American masculinity, and the tattered
men hung upon it.
Violence in Blood Meridian: The Ultimate Western ⌖
Harold Bloom, in How to Read and Why, after gesturing to Blood Meridian’s
“overwhelming carnage,” and its “appalling . . . [and] continuous massacres and
mutilations,” then famously calls it “the authentic American apocalyptic novel . . . the
ultimate Western, not to be surpassed” (254-255). He pivots toward an even more
provocative argument in the next paragraph, however, when he begins with the phrase,
“My concern being the reader . . .” (255). Blood Meridian has that effect; it imposes itself
on readers and critics alike in a way no previous work in the genre can match. Steven
Shaviro’s discussion of the novel’s effect on the reader is representative: “Reading Blood
Meridian,” he asserts, “produces a vertiginous, nauseous exhilaration. A strong
compulsion draws us through this text, something beyond either fascination or horror. . . .
Bloody death is our monotonously predictable destiny; yet its baroque opulence is
attended with a frighteningly complicitous joy” (146). Shaviro’s focus on complicity is
echoed by many critics of the novel and central to my argument. But the complicity the
novel creates is not, as some critics contend, simply because the book is more violent
than its predecessors, but because McCarthy’s use of violence in Blood Meridian, the
degree to which it de-centers the novel’s constitutive elements, and the position in which
it places the reader are considerably more complex. The judge’s “endless complexity of
being and witness” (141) expands to encompass the reader in what Oliver Mort calls a
“‘new form of epic’ [which] reflects the breakdown of the grand narratives of the past, of
progress, rationality and of God, and instead presents a view of the world as provisional,
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contingent, deeply suspect” (247). Blood Meridian relies on an array of techniques to
transform the reader from voyeur to witness and in doing so makes its readers complicit
in a prolonged meditation on violence as an end in itself.5 As the novel methodically
disqualifies traditional justifications for violence (whether as a brutal, yet unavoidable
side effect of manifest destiny, an essentialist component of masculine identity, or as a
page-turning narrative device), violence remains, and with it profound questions
surrounding its origin and agency.
One step toward answering these questions is to consider the long-standing
relationship between violence and the (usually male) reader in earlier texts within the
genre, where reading is typically understood as a type of seeing or spectating, both of
which remain relatively passive actions. Traditional Westerns (think James Fenimore
Cooper or Owen Wister or Zane Grey) invite the reader, always in the company of a
trusted narrator, to view violence from a safe distance. Witnessing, however, imposes a
far more active degree of understanding, even responsibility. Witnessing an event is
participatory and readers of Blood Meridian are forced to participate in its violence in
powerful and disturbing ways. Even a cursory examination of the word “witness” in the
Oxford English Dictionary yields the following definitions: “Knowledge, understanding,
wisdom; Attestation, of an event, fact, or statement; testimony, evidence; Applied to the
inward testimony of the conscience; One who is called on, selected, or appointed to be

5

Bloom often compares the judge to Iago, yet Horatio, a character famous for his own witness, also
captures something of Blood Meridian’s essence in his penultimate monologue:
. . . So shall you hear
Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,
Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters,
Of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause,
And, in this upshot, purposes mistook
Fall’n on th’ inventors’ heads. All this can I
Truly deliver. (V. ii. 385-391)
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present at a transaction, so as to be able to testify to its having taken place” (Witness).
McCarthy is famous and infamous as a wordsmith, and his iconic fictional character the
judge seems particularly attuned to the various meanings of the word and its implications,
insisting throughout the novel, sometimes playfully and other times with grim
determination, on its centrality.6 He even recounts a parable of sorts (mostly lost on his
immediate audience and perhaps intended more for us) which purports to dramatize the
concept and from which the novel takes its title. The judge ends his tale by telling of a
child still in its mother’s womb when his father is murdered. Denied his right as witness:
this son whose father’s existence in this world is historical and speculative even
before the son has entered it is in a bad way. All his life he carried before him the
idol of a perfection to which he can never attain. The father dead has euchered the
son out of his patrimony. . . . The world which he inherits bears him false
witness. He is broken before a frozen god and he will never find his way. (145)
This “rider” to the judge’s story seems meant specifically for the kid, who like the son in
the story has lost a parent (his mother during his own birth). “The [kid’s] father never
speaks her name, the child does not know it. He has a sister in this world that he will not
see again. He watches, pale and unwashed. He can neither read nor write and in him
broods already a taste for mindless violence. All history present in that visage, the child
the father of the man” (3). The parable as well as the allusion to Wordsworth function
ironically in that, rather than anchoring the events or ideas of the novel in history they do
just the opposite: the child in the parable inherits only provisionality and speculation
while the nameless kid is denied any genealogical grounding or personal identity
whatsoever except an incipient (and paradoxically timeless) penchant for violence. In the
6

The word witness (or witnesses) occurs thirteen separate times in the novel on ten different pages.
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kid McCarthy has embodied masculinity cut off from source and root, who, without any
stabilizing (maternal?) culture to nurture him, drifts almost gravitationally to a world of
violence.
Critic Thomas Weiten, building on his reading of Derrida’s The Force of Law,
elaborates on the far-reaching relationship between literature and witness. According to
Wieten,
Derrida maintains the necessary fictionality and literarity of witnessing in the
sense of an uncircumventable aporia: That which the jurist must exclude from the
institution of witnessing, according to this thesis, is the actual condition of its
possibility. If “the literary” were banished from testimony, it would lose its
primary and proper function of verification. “In order to remain testimony it must
therefore allow itself to be haunted.” (Wieten 527)
There is a sense in which readers of Blood Meridian, should they choose to withstand the
novel’s onslaught of violence, must allow themselves to be haunted as well. The novel
certainly blurs distinctions between history and fiction, and the judge repeatedly invokes
the experience of witnessing as an almost sacred act. Long after the novel’s plot,
characters, and settings have faded into memory, its violence remains. Consider, for
example, Slotkin’s description of the Vietnam War after the shock of the Tet Offensive.
“The victory that was about to complete the official narrative,” Slotkin writes, “suddenly
vanished into an indefinite future. It became impossible to say with authority whether we
stood near the end of the Vietnam scenario, in the middle, or had been pushed back to
‘square one’” (Gunfighter 578). Note how Slotkin’s language emphasizes the unstable,
ephemeral nature of the Vietnam narrative. Our desperate need to impose a clean
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beginning, middle, and end on Vietnam’s violence (and gain control over it through the
conventions of plot) ultimately prove fruitless. Note too how neatly Slotkin’s description
maps the terrain of Blood Meridian, where victories give way to massacres and
narratological authority gives way to the inscrutable ironies of the judge. In fascinating
ways the novel insists on deconstructing itself and reconstructing the reader’s
conventional relationship to literary violence. As readers and critics struggle to interpret,
or contextualize, or justify the novel’s violence (that is, to make it do what it has
historically done—lead somewhere) the text frustrates these attempts at every turn.
Like Bloom, McCarthy’s concern in Blood Meridian could also be said to be the
reader, though this may provide scant comfort. The remainder of this chapter analyzes the
most salient elements of the novel to demonstrate how radically it destabilizes the reader:
its shifting use of tenses and rhetorically complex prose call into question the authority of
text itself;7 its cryptic, even opaque characters refuse interiority and are in blood stepped
so far that their very humanity seems suspect; the elementally violent landscape through
which the characters wander expands beyond the desert Southwest to include Southeast
Asia as well as the streets of twentieth-century America; and finally its swirling, nonlinear structure positions readers within cycles of violence which dominated the
American narrative long before the Western gained ascendancy and continue to do so
even in the wake of its oft-noted demise.

For an illuminating close reading of McCarthy’s rhetorical strategies in Blood Meridian, see Thomas
Pughe’s “Revision and Vision: Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian.” Pughe discusses how McCarthy’s
use of such elements as periphrasis, parataxis, and polysyndeton draws “our attention to the
superimposition of the narrator’s point of view on that of the ostensible centre of consciousness [the kid]”
(373).
7
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Shifting Tenses ⌖
One of the subtler ways McCarthy’s text manipulates the reader to become a
witness to its swirling horrors is through shifting tenses. The past tense dominates, but
periodically McCarthy renders events in present tense.8 The novel opens in the present
tense, immersing the reader into a litany of events: the kid’s birth, his scant upbringing,
his subsequent running away at the age of fourteen, and the scars, knife-fights, and
gunshots of his first year on his own in the world. The immediacy of the present tense
collapses these events into a singular episode, lends a sense of timelessness to them, and
establishes a pattern to which the text will frequently return—using the present tense to
inhibit the reader’s tendency to seek distance from the novel’s stark realities.9 The
reverend Green episode in which we first meet the judge is related in past tense, but
chapter II toggles again to the present: “Now come days of begging, days of theft. Days
of riding where there rode no soul save he” (15). Again and again McCarthy pushes the
historical into the present, a temporal telescoping that nullifies any attempt the reader
might make to consign the novel’s atrocities to another time. Just as the old Mennonite
uses the present tense to warn the kid and his newfound associates that their way is
doomed (40-41), just as “the pale sutler [death] . . . drives unseen and his lean horse and
his lean cart leave no track upon such ground or any ground” (44), and just as the judge,
in the novel’s penultimate episode, “says that he will never die. He dances in light and in

In an early draft of the novel’s epilogue McCarthy has written in pencil in the margins of the typescript:
“fence and embryonic wall (this is also a burial scene) . . . Present tense is better” (McCarthy Papers. Box
35. Folder 7).
8

McCarthy “invites us to read . . . mid nineteenth-century historical episodes as part of a larger pattern of
violence—one that dates back . . . to human prehistory. The novel imagines the violences constituting this
pattern as repetitive and multifaceted—violence in the natural and animal worlds; violence in the barren,
desert landscape of the Southwest, violence in human affairs; and even the violence of evolution. McCarthy
incorporates instances of these into his novel as manifestations of a systematic whole.” (Douglas 6)
9
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shadow and he is a great favorite. He never sleeps, the judge. He is dancing, dancing. He
says that he will never die” (335)—McCarthy’s use of the present tense thrusts the reader
into intimate, unavoidable, and immediate association with the novel’s violence.
Several critics (most notably John Sepich in his ground-breaking Notes on Blood
Meridian) have commented on the paradoxical historicity of the novel, which at once is
McCarthy’s most meticulously researched work and one that repeatedly adopts an ironic
stance toward the very concept of historical authenticity. As David Holmberg sees it, “By
bringing into being a heterotopian zone, where history and myth might embody the same
fictive space, Blood Meridian works to undermine traditional notions of historical record
and national mythologies, while simultaneously validating their existence as necessary
for, if for no other reason, their final dismissal” (152). Even Holmberg’s diction, “the
same fictive space” and “simultaneously,” emphasizes how the novel blurs distinctions
between past and present. If Holmberg’s sentence ultimately seems to consume its own
tail, consider the near-perfect circular irony of McCarthy using as his primary research
material Samuel Chamberlain’s My Confession: The Recollection of a Rogue, a work
itself as much fiction as fact.10 McCarthy’s shifting tenses then emphasize on a local level
one of the novel’s global concerns as well: its horrors are of our time (of all time), and we
are unable to rationalize them or sanitize them or justify them by relegating them to a

Brian Edwards notes, for example, that “for obvious reasons, to argue the validity of the historical record
is highly problematic. The claims to accuracy of such sources as Chamberlain's My Confession and John
Cremony's Life Among the Apaches are negotiable, not only because, as poststructuralist reminders have it,
history is selective, ideological, narrative in its composition and fraught with the usual instabilities of
language, but because these accounts with their first-person claims upon authenticity are doubly imbued
with tensions between word and world” (33). McCarthy’s archive reveals several other research sources in
addition to the Chamberlain work, including: Thomas Tennery’s Mexican War Diary, Wild Life in the Far
West: The Adventures of a Hunter, Trapper, Guide, Prospect and Solider by James Hobbs, Commerce of
the Prairies: or, The Journal of a Santa Fe Trader, 1831-1839 by Josiah Gregg, The Years Among the
Comanches by Nelson Lee, and Anne Rawey Coleman’s Victorian Lady on the Texas Frontier to name a
few (McCarthy Papers. Box 35. Folder 5).
10
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distant past, for the past is forever bleeding into the present. The present tense will not let
us forget; everything is always in the process of happening as suggested by the final line
of the epilogue, “Then they all move on again” (337). We witness the naked judge, and
the violence he represents, laughing, fiddling, and dancing—then, now, and forever—and
we are forced to consider that the obscene violence on the pages of McCarthy’s novel
cannot be limited to them, nor the historical period they ostensibly represent. Slotkin
suggests as much in his analysis of the Mylai massacre and the insidious role it played in
America’s consciousness:
Since the madness has no rational or limiting cause, the reader/viewer is invited
(as in a horror movie . . .) to imagine “the worst”: that Mylai represents the
upsurge of an evil so “mysterious” that it may well be limitlessly pervasive and
may represent . . . a demonic potential inherent in our civilization, a “madness” to
which the home front is not immune. (586)
Just prior to this passage in Gunfighter Nation Slotkin evokes a far different home front
from the troubled streets of the 1960’s by placing us “back in the symbolic terrain of the
captivity myth—the terrain of Mary Rowlandson and Ethan Edwards—only now we are
the ‘savages’” (586), and indeed Blood Meridian takes its readers captive in its own way.
Reader/viewer becomes reader/witness as McCarthy’s cinematic and poetic ability to
render scenes of violence outstrips his readers’ and conjures a timeless world where men
are saturated with and fascinated by violence. A world that is at once far-removed and
eerily similar to our own.

26

Shifty Characters ⌖
Another technique McCarthy employs to shape the reader’s response to the
pandemonium that suffuses the novel emerges in the way he handles characterization.
Blood Meridian’s malevolent actors—the kid, Glanton, Toadvine, and Judge Holden—
are certainly difficult to forget, but they are not literary characters in the conventional
sense; they lack the introspection and dynamism modern readers have come to expect in
fully-fleshed fictional characters, and they are monolithically male. The novel refuses to
grant the reader even minimal access to any psychological interiority. As Dana Phillips
argues,
character in Blood Meridian is something written, something “made out of” the
shards of characters McCarthy discovers in the middens of history, literary and
otherwise . . . . [Since] the kid spits as often as he speaks . . . it would not really be
accurate, therefore, to call him the main “character” in Blood Meridian, since
McCarthy seems to have largely dispensed with the concept of character in
fashioning his material. (441)
The judge may be more nuanced than his fellows, but his revelations are complicated by
the realization that they may be “highly ironic and playful lectures” (Phillips 441), mere
performance pieces intended to manipulate his audience (and us) more than provide any
true window into his character. The text also manipulates the reader, though
paradoxically, via its narration, utterly eschewing any conventional narrative voice or
trusted guide to usher the reader, Virgil-like, through the novel’s hellish landscape.
Though a third-person omniscient narrator meticulously describes events, this voice
consistently refuses to evaluate or prescribe, to offer any assistance in interpreting the
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horrors that confront the reader on nearly every page. These men are on their own.
Diegesis and mimesis shift and blur like one of the novel’s mirages while readers are cast
adrift to wander the blasted terrain in lockstep with the novel’s taciturn characters and
forced to grapple with its violence on their own.
In Blood Meridian, then, all the characters remain essentially opaque, static,
nearly allegorical—a fatal flaw for a more conventional novel. Here, however, this
psychological opacity is intentional, another of the text’s strategies to position the reader
at emotional distance from the characters themselves and instead emphasize the violent
reality of their actions. Were his characters more conventionally rounded, revealed in
greater psychological complexity to the reader, their actions might find justification or at
least explanation in the evidence of their inner lives. Instead, McCarthy’s method of
characterization makes sure we are made witness to countless actions but never granted
access to their motives. Here, then, is another way the novel participates in its own
deconstruction, by embedding a postmodern conception of identity (as ineluctably
shifting, indeterminate, contingent) within a quasi-historical frame. In this regard too, we
readers are aligned in disturbing ways with the novel’s violence; our inability to peer
inside McCarthy’s male characters is paralleled and amplified by their own lack of selfawareness and our own doubts about the very concept of identity which abound in a poststructuralist world.
Character in Blood Meridian, like the landscape itself, remains somehow foreign,
even alien. Once again we are left reckoning with the judge, who near the novel’s end
says of the scene’s participants: “For now it is enough that they have arrived. As the
dance is the thing with which we are concerned and contains within itself its own
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arrangement and history and finale there is no necessity that the dancers contain these
things within themselves as well” (329). The Western as a literary and filmic genre
helped create America’s cultural identity even as its basest iterations become little more
than means to propagandize ideologies of Manifest Destiny and American imperialism.
By the time of Blood Meridian’s publication in 1985, however, the assumed authority of
these ideologies and the characters associated with them (Richard Nixon, William
Westmoreland, Ronald Reagan, Oliver North) has been deeply problematized. Blood
Meridian offers no good guys and bad guys, no white-hatted heroes or aboriginal
monsters, and the only authority figure to emerge preaches nothing but endless war.
Settings (Shambles) ⌖
Readers who marshal the strength to face the novel’s brutality, then, quickly find
themselves in unfamiliar and unstable literary territory. For a historical novel, time shifts
in unexpected ways; for a modern novel, characters act but seem strangely devoid of
thought; and for a Western, McCarthy gives us not a picture-postcard of Monument
Valley but a timeless wasteland, a Dantean fantasy, a seething, smoldering, bone-strewn
holocaust. This is another means by which Blood Meridian unbalances its readers and
keeps them always on the verge of violence: the way the novel evokes the land itself.
From the opening pages, landscape in Blood Meridian is alien, predatory, sear, lifeless—
violence inheres in the rocks and stones themselves, the entire novel a malpais.
According to Neil Campbell, “McCarthy sees this paradox of the West as a place that
lures with its promise of freedom and all the expectations invested in the American
dream, only to deliver a kind of madness, a ‘fatal course.’ The ‘mythic space’ of the West
is an emptiness that challenges the self to assert its existence against the death that always
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lurks there” (57). If so many of Slotkin’s descriptions of America’s involvement in
Southeast Asia map readily over Blood Meridian, Campbell’s discussion of the American
West inverts the order as it reveals parallels between the American West and death
lurking in the jungles and cities of Vietnam. The violence which saturates Blood
Meridian’s badlands functions as an external sign of the violence which looms in its
characters; in this sense each mirrors the other.
As a Western, the novel lures the reader with a promise that includes violence,
yes, but should transcend it through some mythic regeneration. As Richard Slotkin’s
work so thoroughly demonstrates, “The first colonists saw in America an opportunity to
regenerate their fortunes, their spirits, and the power of their church and nation; but the
means to that regeneration ultimately became the means of violence, and the myth of
regeneration through violence became the structuring metaphor of the American
experience” (Regeneration 5). Blood Meridian deconstructs the metaphor so thoroughly
that even its Western spaces degenerate; the landscape constantly threatens to consume
the characters themselves, to transform them into something less than human rather than
enable their heroism as so many earlier Westerns do. Indeed the land and the men who
traverse it seem to meld together: “The men as they rode turned black in the sun from the
blood on their clothes and their faces then paled slowly in the rising dust until they
assumed once more the color of the land through which they passed” (160). Later the
men are described as “beings provoked out of the absolute rock and set nameless and at
no remove from their own loomings to wander ravenous and doomed and mute as
gorgons shambling the brutal wastes of Gondwanaland” (172). Note how the land and the
men who wander through it are stripped of identity (nameless) and language (mute) to
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become little more than embodiments of loomings, the origins of which remain wholly
enshadowed. The challenge of McCarthy’s “emptied” world becomes the reader’s as
well. Again linking the novel’s origins to the Vietnam era, Owens writes “the late sixties
forced many Americans, especially students and teachers, to reject old myths and frankly
reassess the brutal facts of nationalism. The climbing death toll and planeloads of body
bags bore awful ‘witness to the end of America’s absolute confidence in its moral
exclusivity, its military invincibility, and its manifest destiny. . . . With the young men
who died in Vietnam died the dream of an American century’” (30). When the mythic
space of the West is gutted, rendered wholly alien—neither nurturing nor antagonistic,
but worse, utterly unconcerned with man’s comings and goings in the ultimate
naturalistic crucible—all that remains are the judge’s words: “The desert upon which so
many have been broken is vast and calls for largeness of heart but it is also ultimately
empty. It is hard, it is barren. Its very nature is stone” (330). For reader and character
alike, McCarthy fashions a vision of America, of American masculinity, and by extension
a vision of the world from which there is no exit.11
Structure: An “Ultimate Sink” ⌖
The novel completes its transformation of reader to witness through its looping,
regressive plot structure. When the Comanches attack Captain White’s band in Chapter
IV, for example, the reader experiences the chaos through the kid’s eyes. McCarthy uses
the phrase “and he saw” (53) or a close variant of it six times in just two sentences. This
repetition, along with the author’s penchant for polysyndeton, never allow the reader to
The West “has become, metaphorically and literally, the arsenal, proving ground, and disposal site for
American military-industrial power. The myths, fictions of science, and oracles produced by contemporary
writers about the West [including McCarthy] . . . provide signs and clues about the way the West, and the
arid Southwest in particular, has become the self-erasing fulcrum of postwar American geopolitics. The
Western literary landscape . . . is a landscape formed by the impact of wars visible and invisible. (Beck 4)
11
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look away from the massacre, where “everywhere the dying groaned and gibbered and
horses lay screaming” (54). In passages such as this12 the twisting, looping structures
function on the local level, but circling, peripatetic episodes also define the novel’s global
structure, inevitably returning its characters to experience violence. Captain White’s
doomed fillibusters meet their fate amid an endless circle of Comanches. Contracts are
signed, then voided, only to be signed again—with new backers but always the same
grotesque terms. At one point in the novel, Glanton’s gang “saw come toward them much
like their own image a party of riders pieced out of the darkness by the intermittent flare
of the dry lightning to the north” (120). Soon after, the detached voice of the narrator
says, “And so these parties divided upon that midnight plain, each passing back the way
the other had come, pursuing as all travelers must inversions without end upon other
men’s journeys” (121). All notion of progress, of development, of evolution or teleology
of any kind is rendered mute by scenes such as these. As Phillips notes, “The plot moves,
but it does not thicken. Because all the novel’s complexities are fully present from the
first page, it can scarcely be said to have been ‘composed’ at all. . . . The novel does not
seek to resolve ‘conflicts’ which trouble its characters, much less its narrator or author”
(443). In one sense, the novel refuses to take its characters or its readers anywhere. “They
rode on” becomes the book’s defining statement on the subject. The effect can be a sort
of alchemical conflation of reader and character as with the pronoun “they” in the
following passage: “The desert upon which they were entrained was desert absolute and
Owens points out that “many scenes in Blood Meridian have an eerie resonance for a Vietnam audience.
General Loan’s street execution is the ghostly cultural double behind the shocking scene of Glanton’s
casual execution of the Old Indian woman in a Mexican village” (24), and Beidler draws an even stronger
association between the conquest of America’s West and the Vietnam war by stating, “every grunt knew at
least one bunch of refugee huts just outside the wire called ‘Dogpatch,’ one firebase called ‘the Alamo,’
one provincial town called ‘Dodge City,” one part of the boundary that marked the way to ‘Indian country”
(8).
12
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it was devoid of feature altogether and there was nothing to mark their progress upon it.
The earth fell away on every side in its arcature and by these limits were they
circumscribed and of them were they locus” (295). Though we might initially enter the
storyline reasonably expecting some type of bildungsroman, soon enough the novel
dismantles both itself and our expectations. The text offers no ultimate destination which,
quest-like, might serve to justify or explain the actions needed to reach it, no conquering
hero lovingly welcomed home, no paragon of righteous manhood to emulate.
Consider, instead, where McCarthy’s only surviving characters end up. The kid,
now the man, has wandered a “bonestrewn waste toward a naked horizon” (323) and his
inevitable showdown with the judge. Just before entering the saloon he:
looked back a last time . . . at the last pale light in the west and the low dark hills
around. Then he pushed open the door and entered.
A dimly seething rabble had coagulated within. As if the raw board
structure erected for their containment occupied some ultimate sink into which
they had gravitated from off the surrounding flatlands. (324)13
This image of the last pale light dying in the West and an “ultimate sink” toward which
all is ineluctably bound distills the entire novel’s structure. Like the opening passages of
Suttree wherein the reader is immersed in the clotted, befouled swirlings of the Tennessee
River, Blood Meridian eschews all notion of linearity or progression and conjures instead
a series of infinite loops, a hyper-violent Möbius strip in which its characters and its
readers seem trapped. Steven Shaviro calls Blood Meridian “a book, then, not of heights
One early typescript of Blood Meridian renders the same passage as follows: “A scathing rabble had
coagulated within. As if the raw board structure erected for their containment occupied some ultimate
moral sink toward which they had gravitated in off the surrounding prairie in a slow and viscous
conglomerate.” The omission of the word “moral” in the published novel is in keeping with McCarthy’s
tendency to render as neutral a narrative voice as possible, leaving his readers to grope for moral handholds
where they will. (McCarthy Papers. Box 35. Folder 7).
13
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and depths, nor of origins and endings, but of restless, incessant horizontal movements;
nomadic wanderings, topographical displacements, variations of weather, skirmishes in
the desert. There is only war, there is only the dance” (147). Despite its countless
topographical references and its meticulous attention to physical detail, the actors and
actions in the novel inhabit an endless series of violent tableau, recurring variations on a
theme whose sole unifying thread is violence. Again Slotkin’s assessment of America’s
involvement in Vietnam provides a near pitch-perfect reading of Blood Meridian as well.
Disorientation within the frame of history . . . was matched by a spatial
disorientation, lived out by the troops and experienced vicariously by the
television audience, in which American troops had to attack and recapture at
heavy cost some of the very cities they had so recently (and “successfully”) been
defending. “We had to destroy the city in order to save it” was not a rallying cry
like “Remember the Alamo”; it was an absurdly self-negating rationalization,
speaking of the loss of any logical relation between aims and methods, deeds,
reasons. If that was what our mission had become, then we had indeed “crossed
over”—into a “looking-glass” world where everything was inverted, where
rational analysis and planning were merely exercises in delusion, where salvation
was destruction, where those whose mission it was to subdue and expel “the
horror” became its agents. (Gunfighter 578)
Simply swap Glanton’s gang for American troops and the substitution is almost
seamless.14 The Western tradition has conditioned readers to expect violence to lead

Consider the following excerpt from Blood Meridian, a turning point in the novel: “They entered the city
haggard and filthy and reeking with the blood of the citizenry for whose protection they had contracted.
The scalps of the slain villagers were strung from the windows of the governor’s house and the partisans
were paid out of the all but exhausted coffers and the Sociedad was disbanded and the bounty rescinded.
14
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somewhere, to carve some new, safe place from the wilderness, transport the innocent
and righteous through the desert to a place of refuge, to separate the men from the boys.
Indeed, as so many earlier works in the genre illustrate, readers are willing to
countenance nearly any amount of violence as long as it is productive in this sense, as
long as its horrors can be contained within a conventional plot structure. Blood Meridian
offers the safety of no such plot, instead releasing its readers to wander from one scene of
bloody destruction to the next. Rick Wallach, one of McCarthy’s earliest admirers and
critics, gestures toward this aspect of the novel when he writes “It is doubtful whether
any society . . . could sustain the crushing burden of guilt such behavior must entail
without inscribing delusional histories to censor and repress its racist dream. Like all
repression, ours is permeable, and some of our nightmares always break through.
Whatever else he may be, Holden in his daemonic whiteness is a figuration of that
breakthrough” (135). Blood Meridian presents us its own examples of “mission creep”;
with violence which breaks through our attempts at repression and overwhelms all order
(both in the novel and in the world it describes) so that even the stars are “falling across
the sky myriad and random, speeding along brief vectors from their origins in night to
their destinies in dust and nothingness” (333). The prose repeatedly associates the kid
(the novel’s nominal protagonist) with the stars and their falling as if to suggest that, even
at the cosmic level, any attempt to bring order to man’s violence is in vain.15

Within a week of their quitting the city there would be a price of eight thousand pesos posted for Glanton’s
head. They road out on the north road as would parties bound for El Paso but before they were even quite
out of sight of the city they turned their tragic mounts to the west and they rode infatuate and half fond
toward the red demise of that day, toward the evening lands and the distant pandemonium of the sun”
(185).
The kid’s father remembers the circumstances of his son’s birth, drunkenly muttering, “Night of your
birth. Thirty-three. The Leonids they were called. God how the stars did fall. I looked for blackness in the
heavens. The Dipper stove” (3). Chapter two opens with the kid adrift: “He’s left behind the pinewood
15
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The Novel as Cannibal ⌖
In a rare interview McCarthy once said, "The ugly fact is books are made out of
books . . . . The novel depends for its life on the novels that have been written"
(Woodward). In many ways Blood Meridian is no exception; it is rightful heir to a
lineage of literary violence that dates back to the earliest English settlement of the nation.
Unlike earlier writers in the Western tradition, however, McCarthy does not allow his
reader to view violence as a necessary means of redemption as in captivity narratives; he
does not allow his reader to view violence as regenerative and necessary to the masculine
hero’s maturation as in frontier biographies; nor does he, like early practitioners of the
cowboy narrative, allow readers simply to indulge vicariously some latent taste for
violence in Dime Novel tradition. Instead, McCarthy’s novel reverberates with echoes of
another historical novel that wrenches free from the history it purportedly chronicles,
Melville's Moby-Dick, one of McCarthy’s favorite novels and a work set in nearly the
same historical time frame as Blood Meridian. At the end of chapter XXI, for example,
with an arrow shaft buried in his thigh, the kid, so fragile and small against the immensity
of it all, stares Ishmael-like at the vastness of the Pacific. McCarthy's diction here, as in
so many other places in the novel, makes no distinction between man and beast. The sun
hisses, the sea is covered in hide, and the kid's gaze elides into that of an anonymous

country and the evening sun declines before him beyond an endless swale and dark falls here like a
thunderclap and a cold wind sets the weeds to gnashing. The night sky lies so sprent with stars that there is
scarcely space of black at all and they fall all night in bitter arcs and it is so that their numbers are no less”
(15). In chapter XV the kid, in utter exile,
kept moving, following in the darkness the naked chines of rock blown bare of snow. The stars
burned with a lidless fixity and they drew nearer in the night until toward dawn he was stumbling
among the whinstones of the uttermost ridge of heaven, a barren range of rock so enfolded in that
gaudy house that stars lay awash at his feet and migratory spalls of burning matter crossed
constantly about him on their chartless reckonings. (213)
In chapter XXIII, just before his death, we encounter the description of the stars “falling . . . myriad and
random . . . from their origins in night to their destinies in dust and nothingness” (333).
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horse whose colt cavorts the while as its mother stares into blackness. Also note
McCarthy’s technique of shifting tenses, from past to present.
He sat watching while the sun dipped hissing in the swells. The horse
stood darkly against the sky. The surf boomed in the dark and the sea’s black hide
heaved in the cobbled starlight and the long pale combers loped out of the night
and broke along the beach.
He rose and turned toward the lights of the town. The tide pools bright as
smelter pots among the dark rocks where the phosphorescent seacrabs clambered
back. Passing through the salt grass he looked back. The horse had not moved. A
ship’s light winked in the swells. The colt stood against the horse with its head
down and the horse was watching, out there past men’s knowing, where the stars
are drowning and whales ferry their vast souls through the black and seamless sea.
(304)
As a point of connection Phillips suggests that “Melville had begun to suspect that
violence and death (as opposed, say, to liberty and justice) defined American history.
That is why the bloody business of whaling . . . stands for his metaphor for American
capitalist and imperial aspirations. For McCarthy, what Melville only suspected has been
confirmed” (439). Phillips correctly locates the novel’s central impact: the novel’s
limitless violence operates as a metaphor for the violence inherent in unbridled
capitalism, particularly as practiced by America’s predatory imperialism. As Steven
Shaviro so concisely writes, “both novels are epic in scope, cosmically resonant,
obsessed with open space and with language; exploring vast uncharted distances with a
fanatically patient minuteness. Both manifest a sublime visionary power that is matched
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only by a still more ferocious irony. Both savagely explode the American dream of
manifest destiny, of racial domination and endless imperial expansion” (93). I am equally
interested, however, in how this global reading can just as meaningfully be condensed to
describe the novel’s effect on individual readers. In other words, in addition to providing
a scathing critique of capitalism run amok,16 Blood Meridian works insidiously to foster a
disturbing and complicitous relationship between the violence it depicts on the page and
that which the reader experiences. The novel’s meticulous and poetic depictions of
violence create an intimacy between reader and perpetrator, reader and victim which lives
on after the novel has been finished.
The following passages illustrate striking thematic and stylistic similarities
between the two novels. The first is from Moby-Dick:
Witness, too, all human beings, how when herded together in the sheepfold of a
theatre's pit, they will, at the slightest alarm of fire, rush helter-skelter for the
outlets, crowding, trampling, jamming, and remorselessly dashing each other to
death. Best, therefore, withhold any amazement at the strangely gallied whales
before us, for there is no folly of the beasts of the earth which is not infinitely
outdone by the madness of men. (382)
Note the word witness, which becomes “see” in the opening lines of Blood Meridian.
Note too how these words could almost be spoken by the judge in McCarthy’s novel;
indeed the judge, with his enormous size, whiteness, and ultimate inscrutability, bears a
strange resemblance to Melville’s whale. As Bloom states, “McCarthy is warning his

Consider, for example, Glanton’s command to a man named McGill to “get that receipt for us”
whereupon McGill “took a skinning knife from his belt and stepped to where the old woman lay and took
up her hair and twisted it about his wrist and passed the blade of the knife about her skull and ripped away
the scalp” (98).
16
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reader that the Judge is Moby-Dick rather than Ahab. As another white enigma, the
albino Judge, like the albino whale, cannot be slain” (259). Conversely, consider the
following passage describing the judge from Blood Meridian:
Whatever his antecedents he was something wholly other than their sum, nor was
there system by which to divide him back into his origins for he would not go.
Whoever would seek out his history through what unraveling of loins and
ledgerbooks must stand at last darkened and dumb at the shore of a void without
terminus or origin and whatever science he might bring to bear upon the dusty
primal matter blowing down out of the millennia will discover no trace of any
ultimate atavistic egg by which to reckon his commencing. (309-310)
These words describe Melville’s whale as well as McCarthy’s most haunting character:
both are without antecedent for both are seemingly eternal. Both compel us to stand “at
the shore of a void without terminus” and stare deep into violent impulses that we only
dimly understand. The judge stands as the embodiment of post-Saussurean literary
theory, wryly, devilishly dancing to an endless tune of signifiers which he scratches from
his fiddle, nimbly stepping along an endless series of antecedents, refusing to be
signified. What a piece of work is man.
In his final conversation with the kid, just moments before he murders him, the
judge speaks to us as well. “This is an orchestration for an event,” he says, “For a dance
in fact. The participants will be apprised of their roles at the proper time” (329). By this
point we have indeed become participants in what the judge calls “a ceremony of a
certain magnitude perhaps more commonly called a ritual. A ritual [which] includes the
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letting of blood” (328-329). These words and this ritual17 describe the entire novel,
capturing in haunting prose something of our challenge as readers as we at first
unwittingly and then with growing awareness become witness to a horrible world from
which the novel will not let us turn aside, a world both alien and familiar, distant and
disturbingly close. A world orchestrated in beautiful prose that, despite its debts to earlier
writers in the genre, only McCarthy could create. The novel begins with the narrator
commanding that we see; by its end only the judge’s voice remains. “Dont look away,”
he commands, “Look at me” (329).
In Blood Meridian Cormac McCarthy evokes a searing, howling wilderness
whose violence transcends anything in his previous oeuvre (no small feat given certain
scenes in Outer Dark and Child of God) and eclipses any portrayal of violence to that
point in the history of American letters. On every page the work both announces itself as
a Western while simultaneously dismantling each of the genre’s central conventions: of
linear plot, of developed characters, of historical setting, even of narrative point of view.
Doing so allows the novel to work a subtle yet profound transformation on its readers,
setting them loose as witnesses into a world where everything sacred, everything trusted,
some might argue everything American has become provisional and indeterminate,
including the very concept of masculine identity. In one of the novel’s most famous
passages the judge declares, “This is the nature of war, whose stake is at once the game
and the authority and the justification. Seen so, war is the truest form of divination. It is
the testing of one’s will and the will of another within that larger will which because it
Cawelti condenses the ritualistic function of the conventional Western as follows: “The Western, with its
historical setting, its thematic emphasis on the establishment of law and order, and its resolution of the
conflict between civilization and savagery on the frontier, was a kind of foundation ritual. It presented for
our recurrent contemplation that epic moment when the frontier passed from the old way of life into the
present” (49).
17
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binds them is therefore forced to select. War is the ultimate game because war is at last a
forcing of the unity of existence. War is god” (249). Who could agree with such an
assessment? Who can point to America’s bloody past (and present) to disprove it? The
judge calls war “the testing of one’s will” and so too the novel tests its readers’
willingness to act as witnesses to the role violence has played in America’s construction
of itself and of the men who would carry American values, at gunpoint, around the globe.
And to witness a thing is to share a responsibility for it.
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CHAPTER THREE: ALL THE PRETTY HORSES AND THE RISE OF
SECOND-WAVE FEMINISM
Masculinity is a nostalgic formation, always missing, lost, or about to be
lost, its ideal form located in a past that advances with each generation in
order to recede just beyond its grasp. Its myth is that effacing new forms
can restore natural, original male grounding. Feminism, in contrast, is a
utopian discourse of an ideal future, never yet attained, whose myths
celebrate alliances that manage conflicts within comprehensive
metanarratives or narratives of comprehension. . . . Both are myths of
power: masculinity of the natural congruence of male self with social
privilege and feminism of a perfectly self-regulating collectivity.
(Gardiner 10-11)
Oprah: People call you a man’s man writer. Is there a reason why women
are not a big part of the plots?
McCarthy: Women are tough. You know. They’re tough. I don’t pretend
to understand women. I think men don’t know much about women. They
find them very mysterious.
(Winfrey)
Chapter two argues that Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian detonates a series of
conventional constructions: of the Western novel, of heroic masculinity and its inherent
and reductive nostalgia, and of America’s shining use of power. Rather than representing
a flight from contemporary cultural anxieties and a retreat into the simpler and more
stable ground of a mythic (and masculine) past, I argue that McCarthy’s Western turn in
fact signals a complex engagement with a host of contemporary cultural conversations; in
the case of Blood Meridian, primarily those surrounding America’s constructions of
masculinity and its imperialist past and present.
McCarthy’s second Western, however, All the Pretty Horses seems on its surface
to reconstruct many of the conventions and myths that its predecessor works so hard to
dismantle. Its youthful protagonist’s idealistic quest stands in stark contrast to the
existential wanderings of the kid; its romantic tale of star-crossed lovers reanimates and
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at times legitimates age-old myths with a tenderness and sincerity found nowhere in the
previous novel (or any of McCarthy’s earlier work, for that matter); John Grady Cole’s
idealistic attempt to find in Mexico that which he cannot possess in the U.S. exemplifies
cultural imperialism; and its depictions of violence, though admittedly brutal at times,
seem muted and rare in comparison with the near-universal carnage that characterizes
Blood Meridian. As Rick Wallach notes, “when the novel [All the Pretty Horses] first
appeared to widespread popular acclaim . . . a faction of Cormackians [were]
disappointed by its lack of toughness—brutality, if you prefer—compared to the five
novels which preceded it. It lacked . . . fangs (16). This chapter will demonstrate that,
although All the Pretty Horses may not bare its teeth with the same immediacy and
ferocity as Blood Meridian, the gentle, mournful smile it presents to the reader is its own
type of guise.
Like the deceptively soothing lullaby from which the novel takes its name1,
McCarthy’s second Western hides beneath a seemingly placid surface its own
engagement with contemporary American anxieties. If Blood Meridian destabilizes
American men’s sense of place (past, present, and future) on a national and international
scale, then All the Pretty Horses focuses this destabilization, condenses and amplifies it,
by mapping the fragmentation of American masculinity over the emerging terrain of
second-wave feminism. In the deceptively nuanced manner through which the novel
evokes and revises one of America’s most dominant cultural myths, Pretty Horses
celebrates and critiques the “myths of power” associated with conventional masculinity
As Randall Wilhelm notes, “the origin of this lullaby, known as ‘Hush-a-bye,” is not fully known.” Some
suggest “that the song was originally sung by an African American slave who could not take care of her
own baby because she had to tend to her master’s child.” And Alan Lomax’s ethnographic research in 1934
locates “violence, separation, silence and blindness in the lullaby [so that] the seemingly gentle title
becomes far more disturbing and far more fitting for a McCarthy novel than the casual reader would
assume” (334).
1
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and femininity alluded to in the epigraph above: the power to control domestic spaces;
the power to commodify; and the power behind constructions of one’s gendered identity.
Soothing and lyrical at first, the novel’s darker, more discordant undertones reveal men
and women struggling to find ways to relate to themselves and to each other in a world
where old rules no longer apply. As Sara Spurgeon notes, “Through the all-American
character of John Grady, with his innocence and romanticism coupled with stubborn,
self-serving blindness, McCarthy lovingly evokes that myth [the sacred cowboy] and at
the same time strips away the layers of fantasy that make belief in it possible” (42).2 The
darker subtexts upon which this myth precariously stands begin to emerge early in the
novel, when John Grady and his father Wayne ride together for the last time: “The last
thing his father said was that the country would never be the same” (25). This line echoes
back in the novel’s final pages when John Grady reunites with his friend Lacey. Lacey
suggests that he could stay on, maybe get a job with an oil company, maybe even live
with him at his parents’ house. Lacey says:
You could stay here at the house.
I think I’m goin to move on.
This is still good country.
Yeah. I know it is. But it aint my country.
Where is your county? he said.
I dont know, said John Grady. I dont know where it is. I dont know what
happens to country. (299)
Bourne similarly asserts that “McCarthy’s characters find that this romanticized, simplistic vision of
western life is ultimately transitory, as one by one the places they inhabit to seek this identity become
unavailable to them. John Grady finds a substitute for his grandfather’s ranch in Mexico, at La Purísima,
but he is ultimately thrust out of this adopted landscape as well because of his inability to separate the
romanticized vision of the place and the reality of social convention” (121).
2
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All the Pretty Horses—with its cast of characters, male and female, searching for identity
amid rapidly changing cultural landscapes—is far more than an attempt to retreat to the
nostalgia of America’s cultural innocence, or transplant an edenic version of America’s
past south of the border, but rather is a text profoundly engaged with contemporary
American anxieties concerning the role of women and men, anxieties given voice by the
rise of second-wave feminism in the U.S. which corresponds perfectly with McCarthy’s
writing career.
Two Births: Second-Wave Feminism and Cormac McCarthy’s Career ⌖
In 1963, the same year that television’s Leave It to Beaver completed its run,
Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique which brought to light “the problem that
has no name” and which is widely credited with giving rise to second-wave feminism in
the United States. Three years later in 1966, building upon the cultural momentum
Frieden helped catalyze, the National Organization for Women (with Friedan acting as its
first president) issued the following Statement of Purpose:
We reject the current assumptions that a man must carry the sole burden of
supporting himself, his wife, and family, and that a woman is automatically
entitled to lifelong support by a man upon her marriage, or that marriage, home,
and family are primarily woman’s world and responsibility—hers to dominate—
his to support. (NOW.org).
In between these two seminal events in American feminism, an unknown author Cormac
McCarthy, with little if any fanfare or public notice, published his first novel The
Orchard Keeper (1965). As these dates illustrate, the birth of second-wave feminism in
the U.S. coincides almost exactly with the birth of McCarthy’s career as an author. An
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array of voices struggled to be heard during this period: radical, sometimes militant
feminists who saw all men as enemies; liberal feminists who sought parity for women (of
power, prestige, position) alongside men; and materialist feminists who pursued greater
equality for women in the context of race, class, gender, and social structures which they
understood to be inextricably bound (Gardiner 3). Alongside these voices and in the same
cultural arena in which American feminists sought a fundamental restructuring of
patriarchal practices and institutions3, an upstart and somewhat reclusive novelist began
crafting stories centered on a host of disenfranchised white male characters, a burgeoning
litany of losers, loners, and layabouts.
If much second-wave feminism sought to antagonize men, the feeling was often
mutual, resulting in a growing body of works by male authors that railed against malevictimization. Early whispers in this vein can be traced back to the early 1970s4, but
reached perhaps their most famous crescendo in Robert Bly’s testosterone driven Iron
John published in 1990, a work that spent over a year on The New York Times bestseller
list. Two years after Bly’s success with Iron John, McCarthy published his first novel to
garner the attention of the reading public, All the Pretty Horses (1992).

The 1969 Redstockings Manifesto, for example, declared: “After centuries of individual and preliminary
political struggle, women are uniting to achieve their final liberation from male supremacy. Redstockings
is dedicated to building this unity and winning our freedom. Women are an oppressed class. Our oppression
is total, affecting every facet of our lives. We are exploited as sex objects, breeders, domestic servants, and
cheap labor. We are considered inferior beings, whose only purpose is to enhance men's lives. Our
humanity is denied. Our prescribed behavior is enforced by the threat of physical violence.”
3

Kimmel calls Norman Mailer’s 1971 The Prisoner of Sex “a response to a feminist critique of his work,
turned from a defensive plea to a meandering spiteful tirade, full of bathos and bombast” and cites
biological, sociological, and political works which sought definitive proof “that women’s liberation ran
counter to the forces of nature and cultural stability” (Manhood 198).
4
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“She can do whatever she wants”: American Women after World War II ⌖
It does not take long for readers of All the Pretty Horses to realize that they have
entered a man’s world.5 This is a landscape dominated by rough men and rough work.
Just a few paragraphs into the novel, for example, we learn that John Grady’s
“grandfather was the oldest of eight boys and the only one to live past the age of twentyone. They were drowned, shot, kicked by horses. They perished in fires. They seemed to
fear only dying in bed” (7). No cubicles or cravats here, these are real men—the
twentieth-century manifestations of America’s frontier heroes, men whose greatest fear
has always been domesticity. The irony McCarthy exploits, however, is the creeping
realization that this increasingly archaic conception of masculinity is John Grady’s true
inheritance; his grandfather’s passing and funeral (the novel’s opening scenes) also signal
the passing of the ranch and, as will become apparent, an entire way of life. The evening
of his grandfather’s funeral John Grady “rode with the sun coppering his face and the red
wind blowing out of the west. He turned south along the old war trail and he rode out to
the crest of a low rise and dismounted and dropped the reins and walked out and stood
like a man come to the end of something” (5). The novel’s elegiac lament for a dying past
has been discussed by a host of McCarthy scholars6 but what has been largely overlooked
is how, even as the novel mourns the loss of a type of conventional masculinity, it
gestures toward an emergence of new roles and opportunities for women. I would like

Interestingly McCarthy’s overtly masculine story is set in 1949, the same year Simone de Beauvoir
published one of the seminal works of second-wave feminism, The Second Sex. In 1949, McCarthy would
have been sixteen years old, the same age as the novel’s protagonist, John Grady.
5

Andrew Blair Spencer’s "A Cowboy Looks at Reality: The Death of the American Frontier and the
Illumination of the Cowboy Myth in Cormac McCarthy's All the Pretty Horses,” Thomas Cody’s “John
Grady Cole, American Moses: All the Pretty Horses and the Exodus Mythos,” and Phillip A. Snyder’s
“Cowboy Character in All the Pretty Horses and Contemporary Cowboy Culture” are representative of this
vein of criticism.
6
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first to focus on two in particular: John Grady’s unnamed mother and his ex-girlfriend
Mary Catherine Barnett, whose brief appearances in Part I of the novel both suggest new
possibilities for women in post-World War II America and demonstrate McCarthy’s
ongoing tendency to erase his female characters before they can assume their full
identity.
John Grady’s mother is little more than a rumor in the novel. Her presence lingers
over the opening scene (she has lit a candle near her father’s casket) but she makes no
appearance herself. In fact, she is not even spoken of in English; speaking Spanish John
Grady and Luisa make cryptic mention of “La señora.” When we next hear mention of
her John Grady and his father Wayne are having lunch in the Eagle Cafe in San Angelo.
She’s gone to San Antonio, the boy said.
Don’t call her she.
Mama.
I know it.
A few lines later, Wayne flatly states “She can go where she wants to” (8). As in the
novel’s opening, her presence is felt but not seen. And again McCarthy both introduces
her to the reader and distances her as well. Not even her son or her husband can call her
by name. The narrative will eventually reveal that “Mama” has gone to San Antonio to
pursue a career as an actress and continue a relationship with another man (she and
Wayne are recently divorced).7 John Grady and his mother speak for the first time in a
stunted exchange when, in response to her asking “What are you doing” he replies

An early typescript of the novel provides slightly more detail concerning John Grady’s mother in the
following exchange between the boy and his father Wayne, which McCarthy would go on to circle and
cross out in pencil and which does not appear in the published novel:
Was she really in a movie once?
7
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“Settin” (11). The only real conversation the two have in the novel occurs a few pages
later when, while seated “at opposite ends of the long walnut table while Luisa made the
service” (15), they eat dinner. John Grady hopes to convince his mother to sign title of
the ranch over to him.
I’d give you all the money. You could do whatever you wanted.
All the money. You dont know what you’re talking about. There’s not any
money. This place has barely paid expenses for twenty years. There hasnt been a
white person worked here since before the war. Anyway you’re sixteen years old,
you cant run a ranch. (15)
Like his father, John Grady presumes the right to tell his mother what she can do. The
only other women in John Grady’s world are domestics (Luisa and Abuela) and he cannot
conceive of any other role for his mother. She understands the economic forces which
encircle the ranch in ways that have never occurred to him, however, just as it has never
occurred to him that running the ranch may not be of great interest to her. When he
travels to San Antonio to watch his mother act on the stage, “He sat leaning forward in
the seat with his elbows on the empty seatback and his chin on his forearms and he
watched the play with great intensity. He’d had the notion that here would be something
in the story itself to tell him about the way the world was or was becoming but there was
not” (21). In fact, John Grady is surrounded with evidence about the way the world is
becoming, and the ways in which women’s roles are evolving, but he is unable to
translate this into terms he can comprehend; he simply has no name for it just as the

Yeah, she was in a movie.
She must of been young.
She was. She was eighteen.
(Cormac McCarthy Papers. Typescript – 1st Draft. Page 15. Box 46. Folder 9)
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novel has no proper name for his mother. The morning after the play, his mother “came
through the [hotel] lobby about nine oclock. She was on the arm of a man in a suit and a
topcoat and they went out the door and got into a cab” (22). The new world his mother
would inhabit for herself contains no cowboy boots, no horses, no kitchens, and “No
Cole” (she has not used her married name on the hotel’s register). In transcending her
conventional, domestic role and seeking her own story John Grady’s mother may
represent an outlier in 1949, but she embodies the trajectory of millions of women only a
generation later, women who would come to see their conventional sphere of influence
more as a cage. Conversely, John Grady, Wayne, and all the surviving men are left to
grapple “with the apparent emasculation of white men, feminized by late 20th-century
social, cultural, and economic upheaval. John Grady, [is] a mid-20th-century cowboy
ousted from his chosen profession by changes in the economy as well as transformations
in gender relations” (King 70). Though McCarthy may grant John Grady’s mother
agency to chart her own course, the novel suggests a steep price must be paid as well. We
and John Grady learn that “she was gone from the time you [John Grady] were six
months old till you were about three. . . . We separated. She was in California” (25). John
Grady’s mother is free to pursue her own dreams, but only after her father is dead, her
marriage has ended in divorce, and her relationship with her ex-husband and her son, her
only child, has been reduced to near total silence.
The only other female character in Part I of the novel (other than the Latina
domestic servants) is Mary Catherine Barnett, already John Grady’s ex-girlfriend when
the novel begins. As was the case with John Grady’s mother, Mary Catherine’s presence
intrudes upon the otherwise male-centered idyllic, this time as John Grady and his friend
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Lacey Rawlins “were lying on the saddleblankets and using the saddles for pillows. The
night was cold and clear and the sparks from the fire raced hot and red among the stars”
(10). The scene evokes Fiedler’s famous assertion that American literature is a
perpetually adolescent literature, a literature dominated by boys seeking to maintain their
innocence, or perhaps safeguard it from the temptations of women. The scene also
meshes tightly with Sedgwick’s understanding of homosocial desire, where “male
friendship, mentorship, entitlement, rivalry, and hetero- and homosexuality [is] in an
intimate and shifting relation to class; and that no element of that pattern can be
understood outside of its relation to women and the gender system as a whole” (1). Mary
Catherine is never mentioned by name in this scene, but we learn that she is now dating a
boy two years older than John Grady, a boy who has “got his own car and everthing”
(10). And it is Rawlins who seems most threatened by Mary Catherine, clearly afraid of
being supplanted by her in his relationship with John Grady. “She aint worth it,” Rawlins
offers, “none of em are” (10). A few pages later, in what will be the last conversation
John Grady ever has with his father, it again is apparent that the men in the novel are
incapable of understanding the shifting societal roles women may now inhabit. Wayne
asks:
You still seeing that Barnett girl?
He shook his head.
She quit you or did you quit her?
I dont know.
That means she quit you.
Yeah.
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His father nodded. He smoked. Two horsemen passed outside in the rode
and they studied them and the animals they rode. (24)
As the passing horsemen illustrate, men (and their animals) abide, are durable, can be
counted on. As far as women are concerned, however, Wayne and John Grady both seem
utterly lost, their only certainty built on the knowledge that inevitably and mysteriously
women quit their men, abandon them. John Grady “saw her one last time in town. He’d
been to Cullen Cole’s shop on North Chadbourne to get a broken bridlebit welded” (27).
The bridlebit functions symbolically here, an emblem of John Grady’s need to tame and
control. During the ensuing conversation John Grady’s behavior wavers between
diffidence and truculence. When his awkwardness is finally reduced to silence, “She held
out her hand. At first he didnt know what she was doing. . . . He’d never shaken hands
with a woman before” (29). Mary Catherine presents herself as an equal, someone
capable of making her own decisions and, like John Grady’s mother, exerting control
over her own relationships. It is nothing John Grady has any experience with. As he
walks away up the street “He didnt look back but he could see her in the windows of the
Federal Building across the street standing there and she was still standing there when he
reached the corner and stepped out of the glass forever” (29). Mary Catherine only makes
sense to John Grady when outlined in this conventional manner. As Nell Sullivan puts it,
“the narrative then encloses her within a ‘frame’ so that she may never again exceed her
proper limits” (“Boys” 2). Of course, Mary Catherine breaks free from the frame in
which John Grady would contain her, just as his mother breaks free of the ranch in which
he and Wayne would confine her. With these two female characters, then, All the Pretty
Horses dramatizes the burgeoning tensions between men and women that were
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increasingly prevalent in post-World War II America. Contemporary feminist and literary
critic Judith Butler examines many of these same tensions in Bodies That Matter: On the
Discursive Limits of “Sex” published just a year after All the Pretty Horses. Butler speaks
of “the tendency to think that sexuality is either constructed or determined; to think that if
it is constructed, it is in some sense free, and if it is determined, it is in some sense fixed”
(94). She then posits a third, more nuanced option which she calls performativity.
Performativity is “not a singular ‘act’ or event, but a ritualized production, a ritual
reiterated under and through constraint, under and through the force of prohibition and
taboo, with the threat of ostracism and even death compelling the shape of the
production” (95). Rituals, prohibitions, and taboos abound in McCarthy’s fictional
universe and describe many of the scenes in All the Pretty Horses which ritualize the
fraught attempts men and women make to understand one another, attempts which
themselves are likely to end in ostracism and perhaps even death.8 In John Grady’s
mother and Mary Catherine Barnett, McCarthy gestures toward a greater freedom and
autonomy for American women but, like his male characters, does not seem to know
quite what to do with them once they have achieved it. His solution—to write them out of
the story.

The novel’s many ritualistic scenes include: several around one type of table or another (a formal dinner
table at which John Grady unsuccessfully negotiates title to the ranch, a chessboard over which John Grady
and Dueña Alfonsa size one another up, a billiard table whose civilized game represents a far more lethal
contest to come between John Grady and Don Hector), or the highly stylized and ritualistic depiction of
John Grady and Lacey taming sixteen horses (a feat through which John Grady attempts to prove himself
worthy to Don Hector and, by extension, Alejandra), or even the knife fight in the prison in Saltillo, where
the combatants circle one another in a highly choreographed dance with only one possible outcome.
8
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“Luisa made the service”: Mexican Women in Rebellion Against Commodification ⌖
Once they have crossed the border into Mexico, after a series of semi-comic trials
and travails, the novel’s male heroes arrive in an edenic landscape, the eleven thousand
hectares of the Hacienda de Nuestra Señora de la Purísima Concepción. McCarthy’s
lyricism and John Grady’s romanticism are on full display when the two boys:
saw below them the country of which they’d been told. The grasslands lay in a
deep violet haze and to the west thin flights of waterfowl were moving north
before the sunset in the deep red galleries under the cloudbanks like schoolfish in
a burning sea and on the foreland plain they saw vaqueros driving cattle before
them through a gauze of golden dust. (93)
Passages such as this illustrate how the young Americans have carried with them a dream
vision, an ideal complete with “violet haze” and “golden dust”, where cowboys still make
sense. Indeed, John Grady and Rawlins share an immediate connection with the
vaqueros, who “knew them by the way they sat their horses and they called them
caballero and exchanged smoking material with them” (93). Our heroes have found their
grail, a landscape brimming with male companionship, honorable work, even “pockets of
antelope and whitetail deer” (94)—everything that is in danger of slipping away across
the border in America.
Then a woman arrives.
One of the novel’s finest ironies resides in the way John Grady and Rawlins, only
after they have crossed the border into Mexico, finally encounter fully realized women,
and how they remain stubbornly ill-equipped to understand them. Like the long-vanished
Comanche gestured to in the novel’s first pages, “John Grady, rejected by mother and
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girlfriend, will ride south . . . on a quest of his own . . . to confront the codes and customs
of another civilization which he is ill-equipped to understand and where his undefeatable
adversaries turn out surprisingly to be two passionate and impassioned Mexican women”
(Morrison 176). Alejandra, the landowner’s daughter, and her godmother the Dueña
Alfonsa both inhabit (and are confined to) this seeming paradise. In Alejandra9, despite
all her apparent exoticism, John Grady appears to have finally found someone who
conforms to his preconceived notions of womanhood (perhaps, girlhood is as apt as
Alejandra is seventeen, just one year older than the novel’s protagonist). “In retreating to
Mexico,” as Meg King asserts, “John Grady finds a place in which to enact a form of
masculinity anachronistic in the U.S. and thereby mitigates the erosion of white men’s
dominance” (72). John Grady’s youthful innocence and romanticism, coupled with the
patriarchal assumptions regarding gender roles he brings with him from the U.S., result in
his inability to see Alejandra as more than a highly valuable prize to be won, ultimately
to be tamed just as he will tame the wild mares who roam the mountainsides. Yet the
novel pushes back against John Grady’s assumptions and “McCarthy achieves more
fully-developed women characters in Alfonsa and Alejandra than previously recognized
and a significant, complex, feminine presence” (Woodson 28). Like John Grady’s mother
and Mary Catherine Barnett, Alejandra and Alfonsa can be read as harbingers of secondwave feminism as each attempts to claim economic and sexual agency. That their
attempts ultimately fail, however, suggests not only how difficult such claims were for

Nell Sullivan writes that Alejandra “might be considered the second most important character in the novel
if it is viewed as a traditional heterosexual love story” (Boys 3) while Diane Luce suggests that John
Grady’s “course of action with Alejandra . . . would allow him to compensate for the loss of Mary
Catherine, to steal the woman he desires from an older man, Don Hector, and to triumph over the older
woman, Alfonsa” (“When you wake” 28).
9
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women in the immediate aftermath of World War II, but also perhaps acknowledges the
difficulties that remain at the time of the novel’s publication.
“That little darlin”: Whose Property Is Alejandra? ⌖
That Alejandra presents a new type of woman and a new conception of femininity
for John Grady is apparent from the way she enters the narrative. Encroaching on (and
putting an end to) all the good-natured, cross-cultural male-bonding gestured to above,
Alejandra
came riding down the road and passed them and they ceased talking. She wore
english riding boots and jodhpurs and a blue twill hacking jacket and she carried a
ridingcrop and the horse she rode was a black Arabian saddlehorse. . .. She wore a
flatcrowned hat of black felt with a wide brim and her black hair was loose under
it and fell halfway to her waist and as she rode past she turned and smiled and
touched the brim of the hat with her crop and the vaqueros touched their hatbrims
one by one down to the last of those who’d pretended not even to see her as she
passed. (94)
One could hardly do more to announce the arrival of an alien presence, itself ironic in
that Alejandra has always lived here and it is John Grady and Lacey who are the
outsiders. A goddess has deigned to associate with mere mortals, a Victoria’s Secret
commercial has hijacked a Marlboro ad. Yet for all the potency and mystery surrounding
Alejandra’s introduction, it is nevertheless apparent that she is as much captive as captor.
As Nell Sullivan notes, “John Grady, Rawlins, and the vaqueros on La Purísima [and
McCarthy’s readers, of course] consume Alejandra as a visual object, an act of visual
possession that reinforces her commodity status with what Luce Irigaray calls the
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‘dominant scopic economy’” (Hacendado’s 71). This dominant, patriarchal tendency
toward consumption, and Alejandra and Alfonsa’s struggles to transcend it also help the
novel transcend its generic (masculine) conventions and situate it in the midst of concerns
at the heart of contemporary feminism. For all intents and purposes John Grady and
Rawlins enter Mexico penniless, powerless, and purposeless, yet they carry with them
imperialist and patriarchal traditions which cause them to commodify all they see, and
which find ready welcome within the patriarchal traditions of this “alien world” (95). As
men, John Grady and Rawlins seamlessly join the local economy, “helping the vaqueros
drive the cattle into a holdingpen” (94), helping “themselves to beans and tortillas and a
rich stew made from kid” (95), and bunking down “where they could hear them [the
vaqueros] breathing deeply in a room that smelled of horses and leather and men and they
could hear in the distance the new cattle still not bedded down in the holding pen” (96).
The two Americans are immediately recognized as “amansadores,” men who tame wild
animals, and though only just arrived their gender and their gendered skills allow them to
fit in better than Alejandra, whose femininity objectifies, idolizes, and alienates her even
in her own country. Alejandra’s wildness is at once her greatest asset and her greatest
threat; it places her under the incessant watch of Alfonsa, renders her a mystery to her
father, and positions her as the ultimate prize for John Grady.
From the outset, John Grady and Alejandra are star-crossed, their illicit romance
(conducted in secret and in shadow) doomed to end in tragedy. When they first
consummate their relationship in the moonlit lake, the act is described as “sweeter for the
larceny of time and flesh, sweeter for the betrayal”10 (141). It is within and against this

According to Sullivan, “When John Grady seeks to restore his fortunes in Mexico, Alejandra becomes a
potential means for securing a new patrimony through a marriage alliance. It is no coincidence that he first
10
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conventional framework that Alejandra struggles to stake her own ground. She clearly
understands her value as property within the economy of the ranch, a value mirrored in
the arrival of the thoroughbred stallion from Kentucky. Her dilemma is to leverage her
status while at the same time seeking to dismantle it. The cultural conditions that grant
her any agency at all are the same conditions that ultimately work to entrap her.
Alejandra’s predicament is crystallized when she and John Grady meet for the last
time in Zacatecas, her commodified status amplified in John Grady’s preparations for
their reunion, which are almost entirely economic: “he bought a small awol bag . . . he
bought two new shirts and a new pair of boots and he went down to the train station and
bought his ticket” (246). Moments later he buys a pack of cigarettes. Nowhere else in the
novel does John Grady embark on such a spending spree (a spree complicated by the fact
that it is financed entirely with Alfonsa’s money). As he rides the train to Zacatecas “in
his new boots and shirt he began to feel better than he’d felt in a long time and the weight
on his heart had begun to lift and he repeated what his father had once told him, that
scared money cant win and a worried man cant love” (247). Like a pot in a poker game (a
conventionally masculine field of contest) John Grady is betting on collecting Alejandra;
clearly he intends her to fit neatly in line with his other newfound acquisitions. Her
emergence from the train makes clear, however, that for all his trials and tribulations,
John Grady still fails to see Alejandra, perhaps is incapable of seeing her as other than

sees Alejandra almost immediately after crossing the boundary of La Purísima, so that the hacienda and the
girl are inextricably linked for him. Rawlins’ direct question about John Grady’s having “eyes for the
spread” makes the connection between the daughter and the estate explicit. [Her] status as property is also
suggested by the narrator’s description of the lover’s consummation . . . a turn of phrase that makes the
deflowering of the hacendado’s daughter equivalent to the theft of personal property. (“Hacendado’s” 66)
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something wild he wishes to tame.11 “When she appeared on the steps he almost didn’t
recognize her. . . . she did not look like a schoolgirl either to him or to the other men on
the platform. . . . As she walked toward him her beauty seemed to him a thing altogether
improbable. A presence unaccountable in this place or in any place at all” (248).
Alejandra exerts a gravitational force on the men around her, yet none, not even John
Grady, sees her as she wishes to be seen, instead they see only projections of their own
longing. Alejandra’s objectification is highlighted again when the two have dinner in the
hotel lobby. John Grady had “never been in a public place with her and he was not
prepared for the open glances from the older men at nearby tables nor for the grace with
which she accepted them” (249). Alejandra’s grace has been forged over a lifetime of
constant exposure as an object of desire within a patriarchal culture, whether among the
vaqueros of La Purisima, the urbanites of Mexico City, or “the people dressed with a
certain elegance” (248) who populate Zacatecas. Powerless to transcend Mexico’s
patriarchal conventions and seemingly aware that fleeing to America with John Grady
represents little more than exchanging one set of conventions for another, Alejandra
attempts to gain power by controlling the only thing she can claim as truly hers, her
sexuality. The novel’s plot hinges in many ways on her declaration at the hotel dinner
table that she herself told Don Hector, her father, that she and John Grady were lovers.
“The chill that went through him was so cold. The room so quiet. She’d scarcely more
than whispered yet he felt the silence all around him and he could scarcely look. When he
Morrison notes, “Alejandra challenges both his authority and his mastery with her own skill as a
horsewoman: she insists on riding the lathered stallion bareback and does so with ease, revealing that her
earlier appearances in prim and proper riding hat and habit on the gaited Arabian are image and not reality.
Ultimately, she is as wild and passionate as the native mares, a creature of the lake and lagoons, of the night
and darkness, dark-haired and dark-horsed. When she comes to John Grady’s bed in the bunkhouse on nine
consecutive nights, she is more overtly the aggressor in the consummation of their romance and, in the end,
she is its most insistent destroyer.” (181)
11
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spoke his voice was lost” (250). Moments earlier John Grady had no trouble finding his
voice, as he spun a story of horse theft, murder, assassination, incarceration, and a fightto-the death that culminated with a “cuchillero who had fallen dead in his arms with his
knife broken off in his heart. He told her everything” (249). This barely registers in the
room. But when Alejandra, in a single declarative sentence,12 reveals her desire to control
her own sexuality, to wrest it from both her father and her aunt, the scene instantly
transforms into an E.F. Hutton commercial. Alejandra and John Grady mirror one another
in certain respects. Both are headstrong, both are unable to fully participate in their own
economic interests, both struggle to shine light on their own identities and emerge from
the darkness of their fathers’ shadows. And just as John Grady’s “solution” (to escape to
another country) ultimately proves futile, so too Alejandra’s “solution” (to control her
sexuality) results in her almost total alienation. Her mother remains in hiding in Mexico
City, her godmother Alfonsa increasingly seeks refuge from the present by reliving the
past, and her father . . . as Alejandra herself says, “I didnt know that he would stop loving
me. I didnt know he could. Now I know” (252). In All the Pretty Horses McCarthy
allows his female characters—John Grady’s mother, Mary Catherine Barnett, and
Alejandra—more freedom and greater voice than in any of his other works, while at the
same time demonstrating the nearly unbearable price patriarchal society demands of them
in the process.13

12

“I told him that we were lovers, she said.” (250)

Katherine Sugg notes that, “Though it is seldom commented upon by critics, the novels [of The Border
Trilogy] emphasize the border romance’s negative impact on these Mexican women: Alejandra loses the
love and respect of her father, and Magdalena in Cities of the Plain is killed by her pimp in Juarez. The
narrative function of such female characters emerges most explicitly in Cities of the Plain, where
McCarthy’s descriptive meditations on spirituality, land, Mexico, and so forth camouflage the central
romance’s reliance on that cliché plot of the masculinist Western, The Whore with a Heart of Gold” (128)
13

60

“Struggling with my own past self”: Alfonsa as Early Feminist ⌖
John Grady’s mother, Mary Catherine Barnett, and Alejandra are all significant
female characters in the novel, but it is Dueña Alfonsa who speaks at greater length and
with greater introspection than any other female character in McCarthy’s canon. She is
unique among a long list of male characters who function variously as sages, mystics,
prophets, and philosophers.14 And unlike the varied cast of McCarthy’s women who are
most often associated with the kitchen or the cathouse, Alfonsa is more at home in “the
capitals of Europe” (132) or attending “very elaborate parties . . . given with orchestras
and champagne” (233). A student of biology and later a teacher herself, Alfonsa’s
situation inverts John Grady’s: whereas John Grady was born too late to fully participate
in a conventional masculinity that was growing more and more anachronistic with each
passing day, Alfonsa was born too early to inhabit her fierce brand of feminism, still a
dangerous outlier at the turn of the twentieth century. “When I was born in this house,”
she tells John Grady, “it was already filled with books in five languages and since I knew
that as a woman the world would be largely denied me I seized upon this other world. I
was reading by the time I was five and no one ever took a book from my hands. Ever”
(239).15 By the time of her final interview with John Grady, Alfonsa seems to understand
that her life has come to enact the exact type of biological experiment she studied at
university, where she learned that “scientists will take some group—bacteria, mice,
people—and subject that group to certain conditions. They compare the results with a
McCarthy’s archive contains the following provocative note, written in pencil on the inside cover of a
manila folder. “Fem Judge?} senoria? (iña?)” which I interpret as the author imagining his still-unnamed
Alfonsa as a female counterpart of the Judge from Blood Meridian. (Box 46. Folder 3)
14

Alfonsa would, however, lose the last two fingers of her left hand “in a shooting accident . . . Shooting
live pigeons. The right barrel burst” (135). Perhaps no individual man could tear a book from her hands, but
patriarchal authority, in the form of the rifle’s phallic right barrel, finds a way to disfigure her for having
the temerity to reach for what should have remained beyond her grasp.
15
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second group which has not been controlled. This second group is called the control
group. It is the control group which enables the scientist to gauge the effect of what has
occurred” (239). Alfonsa’s early life can be read as an extended struggle to find her way
out of the patriarchal maze, her later life an equally impassioned battle to free Alejandra
from the same. Rather than remain a passive object of a controlled group, Alfonsa seeks
control. As such, Alfonsa’s desires anticipate many of the central concerns of secondwave feminism, including Luce Irigaray’s assertions regarding the commodification of
women within patriarchal systems. In This Sex Which Is Not One, Irigaray writes:
In our social order, women are “products” used and exchanged by men. Their
status is that of merchandise, “commodities.” How can such objects of use and
transaction claim the right to speak and to participate in exchange in general?
Commodities, as we all know, do not take themselves to market on their own . . . .
So women have to remain an “infrastructure” unrecognized as such by our society
and our culture. (Irigaray 84)
Alfonsa’s response to a patriarchy that sought to commodify her at every turn was to
reject her physical body (she hid from Gustavo after the accident, she covered her hand
with a handkerchief) and instead retreat into the (genderless?) terrain of the mind: of
thoughts, words, languages, theories. Doing so allowed her to explore and exert power in
ways her body (her gender) would not allow. Here too Alfonsa’s behavior, if ironically,
suggests Irigaray’s contention that “in a patriarchal culture, much of women’s
subjugation occurs in the form of psychological repression enacted through the medium
of language. In other words, women live in a world in which virtually all meaning has
been defined by patriarchal language. Therefore, though they may not realize it, women
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don’t speak as active originators of their own thoughts” (Tyson 101). Alfonsa retreats to
the abstractions of language to find her way out of the maze only to discover that these
very abstractions represent a patriarchal maze of their own. Alejandra, on the other hand,
rejects this approach, in fact actively rebels against it, by attempting to become pure
body, pure sensuality, to embrace and amplify in the flesh all that Alfonsa had
suppressed. Her pathway through the maze may differ from her aunt’s, but they end in
much the same place, the only place allowed women of their day. A phallic rifle
reminded Alfonsa of her place when she was a girl of seventeen, and when we last see
Alejandra—also age seventeen (and wearing her lover’s chain around her throat)—it is a
train, an even more phallic symbol, which had come ‘huffing in from the south and stood
steaming and shuddering with the coach windows curving away down the track like great
dominoes smoldering in the dark” (254) that returns her to her place.
As proto-feminists, Alejandra and Alfonsa represent something new in
McCarthy’s lineage of female characters. Neither is content with a life of conventional
domesticity. Neither is defined solely as a foil for a more central male character. Each is
stubborn, intelligent, willful, and increasingly adept at charting terrain that remains
largely controlled by men. Judged by the cultural standards of 1992, when the novel was
published, Alejandra and Alfonsa may seem hopelessly out of touch with contemporary
feminism. By the standards of the early and mid-twentieth century, however, their actions
and attitudes can be read as incipient signs of a second-wave feminism still in its infancy.
Through this lens McCarthy—notoriously and perhaps somewhat lazily associated with
men and masculinity—emerges as a writer using a traditionally male-centered genre to
explore not only how changing societal conditions forced men to adapt (or face
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extinction) but also to investigate some of the new challenges and opportunities women
faced as American life transitioned in the post war era.
“Like a man come to the end of something”: Old Men Threatened by New Women ⌖
All the Pretty Horses breaks new ground in McCarthy’s corpus in the way it gives
voice (if only temporarily) to women as central figures in the narrative. The novel’s plot
as well as many of its central themes pivot around Alejandra and Alfonsa, and McCarthy
grants each enough space and complexity to emerge as more than a mere set piece or
caricature, but as fully alive and human. McCarthy’s male characters, however, still seem
either incapable of fully grasping what this means or, even worse, actively antagonistic to
these developments. Meg King calls John Grady:
A prototype of the emasculated late 20th-century white American man; this
character shares . . . a failure to achieve conventional manliness, associated with
physical labor and dominance over women. . . . In imagining John Grady as
symbolic of a common problem, McCarthy resolves this apparently widespread
emasculation by celebrating men who band together to recuperate an outmoded
form of labor and its associated culture. (74)
Indeed, every significant male character in the novel, from Wayne to John Grady Cole to
Rawlins, remains trapped in defunct codes of masculinity and appears deathly afraid of
being feminized by whatever is coming next. During their last conversation, and in a rare
moment of introspection for a male character in McCarthy’s canon, Wayne confesses to
John Grady that “your mother and me never agreed on a whole lot. She liked horses. I
thought that was enough. That’s how dumb I was. She was young and I thought she’d
outgrow some of the notions she had but she didnt. Maybe they were just notions to me”
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(24). The irony, of course, is that it is Wayne (and his son) who are being tasked to
outgrow antiquated notions of gender and identity, but unlike McCarthy’s women who
struggle so bravely to face the future head on, Wayne, his son, and all the men in the
novel seem able to muster just enough energy to gaze confusedly into the past, where
they fruitlessly look to reconstruct a set of myths that might provide some succor in a
world where “people [men] dont feel safe no more. . . . We’re like the Comanches was
two hundred years ago. We don’t know what’s goin to show up come daylight. We dont
even know what color they’ll be” (25-26). These are Wayne’s last words in the novel, the
father’s bequest to the son. These words suggest that though father and son are dimly
aware white men like themselves were responsible for the extermination of the
Comanche, they cannot yet grasp that what will “show up come daylight” is in fact
already in their midst—women like John Grady’s mother, Mary Catherine Barnett,
Alejandra, and Dueña Alfonsa, frontier heroes of a different sort, pioneers of secondwave feminists in an overtly masculine land. “Women are tough” as McCarthy somewhat
cryptically stated in his 2007 interview with Oprah Winfrey, but All the Pretty Horses
demonstrates at least an attempt on the author’s part to engage their toughness not only as
a novelistic difficulty but, with the emergence of second-wave feminism, as an
increasingly important element of character and identity. As the epigraph to this chapter
suggests, the novel’s men and women reflect larger cultural concerns as they engage one
another on the still unsettled terrain between nostalgic formations of a masculine past and
utopian longings for a feminist future.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE CROSSING AND THE RISE OF MASCULINITY STUDIES
Our great novelists, though experts on indignity and assault, on loneliness
and terror, tend to avoid treating the passionate encounter of a man and a
woman, which we expect at the center of the novel. Indeed, they rather shy
away from permitting in their fictions the presence of any full-fledged,
mature women, giving us instead monsters of virtue or bitchery, symbols of
the rejection or fear of sexuality. (Fiedler 24)
A line of becoming is not defined by points that it connects, or by points
that compose it; on the contrary, it passes between points, it comes up
through the middle, it runs perpendicular to the points first perceived,
transversally to the localizable relation to distant or contiguous points.
(Deleuze 293)
Central to my argument in chapters two and three is the assertion that Cormac
McCarthy’s turn to the Western after nearly a quarter century as a published author
should be read not as some sort of retreat from contemporary issues into the romanticized
nostalgia of America’s mythic past, but rather as a generic shift which enables profound
engagement with issues at the very center of American cultural life, particularly issues
which overlap with McCarthy’s writing career which began in 1965. Chapter two argues
that Blood Meridian, McCarthy’s apocalyptic first Western, brutally reexamines
America’s imperialist and masculinist past by conflating it with the aftermath of the
Vietnam war. Chapter three then demonstrates how his second Western, the coming-ofage novel All the Pretty Horses, engages the rise of second-wave feminism in the United
States as it attempts to find space for women in an overtly patriarchal world which
remains dominated by ever more anachronistic conceptions of masculinity. Many of
McCarthy’s novels “convey paradigmatic stories of initiation involving sacrifice, family,
and established codes of manhood. Taken as a whole, however, McCarthy’s writing
offers a revisionary study of contemporary masculinity which simultaneously interrogates
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the narrative myths that provide the novels with their popular appeal and cultural
resonance” (Dudley 175). It is McCarthy’s treatment of masculinity—revisionist,
interrogative, and celebratory—and the rise of Masculinity Studies to which I now turn.
This chapter will focus on McCarthy’s third Western, The Crossing, and continue
this line of argument in order to demonstrate that, like his first two Westerns, this novel
and this genre allow McCarthy surprising space to examine issues at the heart of
contemporary American culture, specifically issues related to a perceived crisis (or series
of crises) in American masculinity and the concomitant emergence of Masculinity
Studies. Sally Robinson has noted that:
From the late sixties to the present, dominant masculinity appears to have suffered
one crisis after another, from the urgent complaints of the “silent majority”
following the 1968 presidential election, to the men’s liberationists call for
rethinking masculinity in the wake of the women’s movement of the 1970s, to the
battles over cultural authority of “dead white males” in academia, to the rise of a
new men’s movement in the late 1980’s. Each of these movements comes clothed
in the language of crisis, and the texts produced out of that crisis use a vocabulary
of pain and urgency to dwell on, manage, and/or heal the threats to a normativity
continuously under siege. (5)
Published in 1994, with white American masculinity under fresh assault,1 volume two of
The Border Trilogy caught many readers and critics by surprise when it failed to pick up
any of the characters found in volume one. In fact, readers soon discovered that the action
of this second installment actually takes place prior to the action of volume one. Instead

Robert Bly’s Iron John had been published just four years earlier and spent over a year on The New York
Times Best Seller list.
1
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of John Grady Cole and Lacey Rawlins, we meet Billy and Boyd Parham, brothers whose
travels and travails across the border from New Mexico to Mexico just prior to the
Second World War comprise the book’s primary plot. Through these crossings and their
tragic aftermath, and especially through Billy’s attempts to come to grips with his own
identity, McCarthy uses “a vocabulary of pain and urgency” to explore and explode
foundational assumptions about American masculinity.
American Manhood: An Overview of Masculinity Studies ⌖
Before analyzing how McCarthy promotes and problematizes masculinity in The
Crossing, it will be helpful to provide a brief survey of the terrain mapped by scholars in
the relatively new field of Masculinity Studies. Their work, drawing heavily from the
insights and techniques of second-wave feminism, informs my reading of The Crossing
and illustrates how fully many of the novel’s central concerns are immersed in
contemporary anxieties surrounding American masculinity.
Michael Kimmel, SUNY Distinguished Professor of Sociology and Gender
Studies at Stony Brook University, “is one of the world’s leading experts on men and
masculinities [and] was recently called ‘the world’s most prominent male feminist’ in
The Guardian newspaper in London” (Kimmel, Official Website). A central text in the
field of Masculinity Studies, Kimmel’s Manhood in America: A Cultural History
provides a chronological survey of American masculinity from 1776 and the birth of the
self-made man, through the unmaking of the same roughly a century later, to the “new
man” situated between the wars, and finally to the “crisis” of masculinity that brings us to
the present day. The tail end of this chronological survey maps squarely over Billy
Parham’s life experience, and though Kimmel’s text is not devoted exclusively to the
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West, he writes at some length about the Western, Turner’s frontier thesis, and anxiety
and violence within men’s lives—all of which interweave in significant ways with The
Crossing. Kimmel argues that by the 1960’s “the ‘masculine mystique’—that impossible
synthesis of sober, responsible breadwinner, imperviously stoic master of his fate, and
swashbuckling hero—was finally exposed as a fraud” (Manhood 190). Kimmel casts a
wide net in making his argument, drawing evidence from politics, religion, sports,
literature, and popular entertainment. This far-reaching approach creates new spaces to
explore in McCarthy’s novel, whose protagonist is searching in vain for the very
masculine mystique which was being so thoroughly dismantled when the novel was
published.
Another important voice in Masculinity Studies is E. Anthony Rotundo, the
Alfred E. Stearns Instructor in History and Social Science at Andover Phillips Academy.
Rotundo’s 1993 book American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the
Revolution to the Modern Era envisions manhood in America as a series of
transformations, beginning with the “communal phase, developed in the densely woven
social world of colonial New England” (2) where a man’s sense of self was inextricably
linked to his social duties. By the late eighteenth century this phase had given way to
“self-made manhood” where “a man took his identity and his social status from his own
achievements, not from the accident of his birth” (3). The late nineteenth century saw the
rise of “passionate manhood” an extension of the self-made man but with greater
emphasis placed on male passions and the male body (6). Rotundo then argues that any
attempt to understand contemporary manhood must take into account the customs,
beliefs, and institutions created during these previous phases.
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Some of Rotundo’s most interesting claims concern the complex ways American
men have identified themselves vis-a-vis their relationship with women, and how these
relationships have changed historically. Rotundo, like most scholars in the field, portrays
contemporary American manhood as deeply flawed; still in the grips of a set of
anachronistic cultural configurations that harm both men and women (291), and he
asserts that “men have claimed individualism for themselves and have held on to the
power and privilege that come with it, but they have also felt the bitter side-effects of
individualism: personal isolation and a withered sense of community” (293).2 This
historical approach to masculine identity provides another means to read The Crossing
which fictionalizes men seeking to find themselves (or seeking to abandon themselves) in
the context of sweeping cultural changes.
R.W. Connell, professor emeritus at the University of Sydney, charts a course
down a sociological rather than a literary path toward understanding masculinities. In
Masculinities (2005) Connell provides a historical overview of masculinity scholarship in
the West, then summarizes her theoretical approach (gender as a structure of social
practice), moves to an examination of case studies, and ultimately proposes a path
forward toward greater gender equality. Throughout Masculinities Connell strives to find
common ground between sociological, psychological, scientific, and popular conceptions
of masculinity. She remains largely suspicious of the “men’s movement” (Robert Bly, et
al.) and masculinity therapies, viewing them as veiled attempts to “replace a politics of
reform rather than support it” (210). Connell concedes that the notion of hegemonic

Patrick Shaw further ironizes the downside of male individualism by showing how McCarthy’s female
characters, though rare, exert an unseen power over male action by manipulating the male ego, exploiting
chinks within the overt patriarchy, and revealing an intellectual obtuseness which Shaw argues leads to
violence (17).
2
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masculinity has come under scrutiny, but considers the concept essential pending further
research.
Masculinities provides not only a theoretical but a historical context for the field
of Masculinity Studies, a field which overlaps almost perfectly with McCarthy’s
professional writing career: McCarthy’s first novel appeared in 1965, and Connell’s work
draws tight connections between McCarthy’s fictional realm and the cultural arena in
which it has been constructed and which to a certain extent it reflects. By drilling down to
the cultural bedrock of assumptions regarding masculinity, therefore, Connell’s
discussion provides ground upon which to build a theoretical bridge between various
McCarthy scholars and the tensions emerging in contemporary American masculinity.
David Jarraway, a professor at the University of Ottawa, engages these issues
from a different perspective, relying heavily on Deleuze’s work and conceiving of
masculinity as an emergent set of processes, rather than the fixed binaries into which
discussions of gender are so often reduced. According to Jarraway, “readers of McCarthy
quite emphatically experience a palpable shift away from the model of American
masculinity instinct with both self-protective aggression and self-absorbed isolation” (57)
and witness a cast of male characters experimenting with a range of masculine identities.
Deleuze, in fact, describes this ‘‘experimentation on ourselves [as] our only identity, our
single chance for all the combinations which inhabit us’’ (57). McCarthy has deployed a
range of modernist experiments throughout his career, and Jarraway’s work helps
articulate how these fuse into a stylistic and thematic symbiosis which the author uses to
create and complicate male characters such as Billy Parham.
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Finally, Daniel Worden, a professor of English at the University of New
Mexico—though he does not specifically address McCarthy in his book Masculine Style:
The American West and Literary Modernism, which opens with this line: “Masculinity is
not a thing but a history” (1)—does examine the literary history of the Western as a genre
which both reflects and produces central tenets of American masculinity. Worden’s
analysis of gender in Dime Novels and his insightful readings of Nat Love’s memoir and
Owen Wister’s The Virginian also help locate McCarthy’s work within a broader
genealogy of American fiction which simultaneously creates and critiques conventions of
American masculinity where, as Worden puts it, “the success of Western man . . . is
measured by his ability to create a place in which there is no longer any place for him”
(145). McCarthy’s male characters are the logical result of men who find themselves
without geographical place, outside historical context, and beyond culturally accepted
bounds of behavior. Worden’s analysis of literary modernism and its influence over
American masculinity maps nicely over McCarthy’s body of work, which is so heavily
influenced by the early modernism of Melville and the high modernism of Faulkner and
Hemingway. Central to Worden’s thesis is the assertion that Western texts, especially
those which he categorizes as modernist, are capable of critiquing dominance and not
simply vehicles to communicate it. The Crossing demonstrates precisely this potential of
a conventionally masculine literary work to both celebrate and critique cultural norms.
Though by no means an exhaustive list of scholars in the field, these voices
provide a cross section of critical insights and approaches within contemporary
Masculinity Studies. Their work combines approaches from sociology, philosophy,
history, and popular culture to help elucidate how models of masculinity are both
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produced by and reflected in the works of authors like Cormac McCarthy and helps
demonstrate the degree to which McCarthy’s turn toward the Western empowers him to
engage in the contemporary conversation around masculinity in America.
“Women are crazy” – Female Presence and Absence in The Crossing ⌖
The Crossing opens with a description of Billy and Boyd Parham riding South
into new country. Billy, the novel’s protagonist, is still a boy, and Boyd, his younger
brother, is “not much more than a baby and the county they’d named Hidalgo was itself
little older than the child. In the country they’d quit lay the bones of a sister and the bones
of his maternal grandmother. The new country was rich and wild” (3). The passage
contains many of McCarthy’s stylistic hallmarks: a poet’s ear for rhythm and repetition,
landscape rendered in exquisite, palpable detail, and cadences and diction bordering at
times on the archaic. It contains a thematic hallmark as well—the near total erasure of
women. As Shaw notes, “The girls and women [of The Border Trilogy] do not emerge
from the androcentric narratives with attributes enough to define them as distinct
personae. . . . Often the females are not granted names, thus losing conventional and
convenient nominal tags and traveling through the text with pronominal anonymity” (13).
The novel’s second sentence makes clear that the “rich and wild” country Billy now
enters, though conspicuously absent of real women, will remain haunted by the memory
of women and girls, and this particular crossing of a border into a new county will be
mirrored throughout the narrative by other crossings, some literal and some metaphorical,
but all united in Billy’s attempts to put to rest the gendered ghosts of the past and come to
an understanding of himself as a man in the present.
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Billy’s entire raison d'être revolves around his need to care for and exert control
over the young and the weak, itself a fusion of traditional gender roles. The novel opens
with his subsuming the conventional role of his mother as he cradles Boyd in his arms,
carrying him “before him in the bow of the saddle and name[ing] to him features of the
landscape and birds and animals in both spanish and english” (3). The maternal
tenderness on display here is augmented a sentence later when we learn that “In the new
house they slept in the room off the kitchen and he would lie awake at night and listen to
his brother’s breathing in the dark and he would whisper half aloud to him as he slept his
plans for them and the life they would have together” (3). Billy’s desires are gendered as
both masculine and feminine. He plays a domestic role and is associated with child
rearing even as he assumes authority to create a world and determine his younger
brother’s place in it. Billy’s search for identity will be the focus of a later section of this
chapter, but here it is important to note how his assumption of traditionally feminine
duties effectively displaces his mother3 (who, as Shaw points out, remains a secondary
and anonymous presence, confined to domestic spaces until she and her husband are
eventually murdered). Barcley Owens asserts that:
the women who populate McCarthy’s westerns remain in domestic roles as
thoroughly stolid mothers and wives who fix meals for the ravenous boys and
help nurse them back to health. As heroines, McCarthy’s females are
underdeveloped, two-dimensional figures kept off to the side. They do not take
center stage; we do not hear much about their innermost fears and desires. We are

In an early typescript of the novel, McCarthy wrote in pencil in the margin of page 207 “Wolf not why he
[Billy] ran off. Mother.” McCarthy’s unpublished drafts grant Billy’s mother more dialogue and agency
than the published novel and emphasize in particular her role in Billy’s spiritual formation. (Cormac
McCarthy Papers. Box 55. Folder. 6).
3
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(not really given much about them beyond their immediate function in relation to
the boys. (65)
While such a reading may not do justice to the complexity of Dueña Alfonsa and
Alejandra in All the Pretty Horses, it seems a fair generalization to make of the
anonymous females found in The Crossing. The novel emphasizes the displacement of
women from Billy’s world by removing the presence of real women from his biological
circle—his grandmother and sister having died before the novel began, and his mother
killed during Billy’s first crossing into Mexico. Much of the rest of the novel can be read
as Billy’s attempt to fill the vacuum created by this feminine absence, not by building
relationships with new females, but as we have seen by internalizing (commandeering?)
their femininity within his own identity. All the Pretty Horses, which takes place shortly
after World War II, gestures toward the possibility of a future where women may seek
autonomy and personal agency. The Crossing, however, set just prior to the war,
struggles more directly with the stubborn vestiges of our patriarchal past. Billy is stuck in
between.
“He closed his eyes and tried to see her. Her and others of her kind.” ⌖
Before examining in greater depth Billy’s fraught journey to self-awareness,
particularly as it concerns his gender identity, it is worth focusing for a moment on the
most fully-realized feminine presence in a novel where women are otherwise so
conspicuously absent. This female agent is not a member of Billy’s immediate family (all
of whom are dead by the end of Part I) nor any of the women or girls (almost all of whom
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remain unnamed) whom he meets in his travels to and from Mexico. This woman is not a
woman at all, but a wolf.4
Unlike the countless horses described so meticulously in The Border Trilogy,
most often in language stripped of gendered pronouns, McCarthy’s descriptions of the
wolf repeatedly emphasize her femaleness. When the animal is first introduced, for
example, the narrative reads: “She crossed the Bavispe River and moved north. She was
carrying her first litter and she had no way to know the trouble she was in. She was
moving out of the country not because the game was gone but because the wolves were
and she needed them” (25). Contrast this passage to the following description of Billy’s
horse (a male named Bird) when they come upon the trapped wolf several days later:
The horse stopped and backed and stamped. He held the animal and patted it and
spoke to it and watched the wolf. His heart was slamming inside his chest like
something that wanted out. She was caught by the right forefoot. The drag had
caught in a cholla less than a hundred free from the fire and there she stood. He
patted the horse and spoke to it and reached down and unfastened the buckle on
the saddlescabbard and slid the rifle free and stepped down and dropped the reins.
The wolf crouched slightly. As if she’d try to hide. Then she stood again and
looked at him and looked off toward the mountains (52).
McCarthy is famous for the poetry, exquisite detail, and profound admiration he displays
in his descriptions of horses. Yet in The Crossing their gender is largely ignored. Not so
with the wolf. Nearly every sentence devoted to the animal explicitly references her
gender. Billy has trapped the wolf to kill it, yet when he comes upon her, the actual

4

In fact, prior to the release of the novel, McCarthy had published the first chapter of The Crossing, titled
“The Wolf Trapper” in Esquire magazine in July of 1993.
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female body5 and not an abstracted idea, “He was in no way prepared for what he beheld”
(53). Billy’s reaction to this feminine presence, his decision not to kill her but to return
her to Mexico and his attempts to understand (and control) the femininity the wolf so
clearly symbolizes, provides the catalyst for the rest of the plot.6 Though other critics
have commented on the pivotal importance of this scene as it affects external events,7 it is
equally important for the way it affects Billy’s interiority, forcing the novel’s protagonist,
who is clearly comfortable and adept at exploring external landscapes, to ever more
intimate and destabilizing encounters with the mysterious and frightening internal world
of his complicated masculine identity.
Recall Owens’s remarks concerning the flattened and static role women play in
McCarthy’s Westerns, and his assertion that “we do not hear much about their innermost
fears and desires” (63). Contrast this with the level of detail and even introspection that
McCarthy grants the she-wolf. We learn about her origins, even to the exact location at
which she crossed the international boundary line, “the point where it intersected the
thirtieth minute of the one hundred and eighth meridian” (24). We learn of her backstory
and motivation for fleeing Mexico and even the traumatic event which has made her so
wary of traps, “She carried a scabbedover wound on her hip where her mate had bitten
her two weeks before somewhere in the mountains of Sonora. He’d bitten her because
The narrative overtly references the wolf’s female body shortly after Billy sees her for the first time.
“White bone showed in the bloody wound between the jaws of the trap. He could see her teats through the
thin fur of her underbelly and she kept her tail tucked and pulled at the trap and stood” (52).
5

Raymond Malewitz frames Billy’s relationship with the wolf within the context of the larger “US Bureau
of Biological Survey’s campaign to exterminate the Mexican gray wolf during the first four decades of the
twentieth century. The narrative begins in . . . a site in which the head of the Bureau of Biological Survey’s
New Mexico district, J. Stokely Ligon, and the legendary trapper W. C. Echols have recently exterminated
the last indigenous wolf” (548).
6

Including Raymond Malewitz in “Narrative Disruption as Animal Agency in McCarthy’s The Crossing,”
Dianne Luce in “The Vanishing World of Cormac McCarthy’s Border Trilogy,” and David Holloway in
The Late Modernism of Cormac McCarthy.
7
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she would not leave him. Standing with one forefoot in the jaws of a steeltrap and
snarling at her to drive her off where she lay just beyond reach of the chain” (24). We
learn of her hunger, and her loneliness, and her shattering sense of loss. “She was moving
out of the country not because the game was gone but because the wolves were and she
needed them. . . . She would not return to a kill. She would not cross a road or a rail line
in daylight. She would not cross under a wire fence twice in the same place. These were
the new protocols. Strictures that had not existed before. Now they did” (25). McCarthy
famously admitted to Oprah Winfrey that “Women are tough. You know. They’re tough.
I don’t pretend to understand women. I think men don’t know much about women. They
find them very mysterious.” Certainly his depictions of human females in The Crossing
bear this out. They remain cryptic, one-dimensional characters granted limited interiority
and used primarily as plot devices in service of the novel’s male characters, Billy in
particular. Except for the wolf. She is the only female presence allowed space on the page
and in the narrative by herself, lengthy passages devoted to her past and present struggles.
As Kollin writes,
the wolf knows better than to devote herself to old pathways and, in that sense,
differs from the novel’s other western characters, who are caught up in nostalgic
efforts to stop their world from changing. McCarthy restructures the codes so that
here the sense of loss is experienced by a nonhuman character in the form of a
wolf who is also a fully developed character. It is the she-wolf, in other words
who is structured by elegy, rather than the Anglo hero. (576-577)
I agree with Kollin that the she-wolf functions as a supremely elegiac figure in the novel,
but not only because she emblematizes the loss of a wilderness that mirrors America’s
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loss of frontier. As an overtly gendered character, the litany of loss she experiences
coalesces around her femaleness. It is not just the destruction of habitat, or banishment
from the company of fellow wolves, nor even the ultimate loss of her life that she
endures. It is her femininity, gestured to again and again by the novel’s diction, that is
most threatened. Untamed femininity—more than Indian savages, brutal landscapes, or
the unchecked violence of other males—poses the real threat to American masculinity.8
“In his efforts to trap the wolf,” Owens writes, Billy “strives to achieve the heroic
assignment given to him by his father” (78). This heroic assignment, of course, is
predicated upon a set of masculine conventions which are imperfectly distilled in the
mythic cowboy figure Billy so deeply wishes to realize. Trapping the she-wolf provides
Billy the ultimate symbolic opportunity to eradicate one of the greatest threats to the
heroic identity he has inherited from his father and indeed from generations of American
patriarchy. “The boy’s whole future is compressed into this immediate action, and once
he makes his decision, whichever way, the moment will forever split into what is and
what could have been” (Owens 79). Billy can kill the feminine presence, dutifully fulfill
his father’s expectations, and take his place among the fading patriarchy which has been
his inheritance since birth. But he does not. His disobedience is foreshadowed in the
paragraph immediately preceding Billy’s first encounter with the she-wolf. “In the
morning he was out before daylight saddling the horse in the cold dark of the barn. He

Kimmel sarcastically states “It’s not men’s fault, of course; it’s women’s,” then points out that “at every
turn in American history, some version of antifeminism has masqueraded as a defense of masculinity. . . .
Males are in decline because women now control sexuality. By gaining control over birth control, they
claimed all the sexual power. Now that women are the captains of the social ship, men are listing badly”
(Manhood 262). It should be noted that the she-wolf Billy feels so compelled to control is pregnant, and
that when he “buried her in a high pass under a cairn of scree. The little wolves in her belly felt the cold
draw all about them and they cried out mutely in the dark and he buried them all and piled rocks over them
and led the horse away” (129). This entire scene is framed by the first sentence of Part II of the novel:
“Doomed enterprises divide lives forever into the then and the now” (129).
8
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rode out the gate before his father was even up and he never saw him again” (52). Billy
finds it easy enough, perhaps, to outstrip the authoritative gaze of his father, but the
penetrating female gaze of the wolf is another thing entire. Like young lovers, Billy and
the she-wolf alternately gaze at one another and avoid each other’s glances. Only after
tying her, nearly strangling her, can Billy bring himself to look at this feminine creature
directly. “She looked up at him, the eye delicately aslant, the knowledge of the world it
held sufficient to the day if not the day’s evils” (55). Billy’s true quest is to gain his own
knowledge of the world, to come to a deeper understanding of his place in the social
order where the conventional masculine codes he has inherited are increasingly
anachronistic. Capturing the she-wolf and choosing not to destroy her is the catalyst for
this quest.
Chapter three notes the many intersections between McCarthy’s career as a writer
and seminal works in the rise of second-wave feminism. Similar intersections exist
between foundational works in Masculinity Studies and the period during which Billy
Parham was coming of age. Connell cites, for example, an influential 1932 paper by
psychologist Karen Horney titled “The Dread of Woman” as capturing something of the
interwar zeitgeist. “Horney’s paper,” Connell writes, “was the high point of critique of
masculinity in classical psychoanalysis. It crystallized two important points: the extent to
which adult masculinity is built on over-reactions to femininity, and the connection of the
making of masculinity with the subordination of women” (11). Billy’s reactions to
femininity are overwrought throughout the novel. This tendency reaches its crescendo in
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the following scene during which he watches a primadonna bathe in a river:
She moved her body, she swept both hands before her. She bent and caught her
falling hair in her arms and held it and she passed one hand over the surface of the
water as if to bless it and he watched and as he watched he saw that the world
which had always been before him everywhere had been veiled from his sight.
She turned and he thought she might sing to the sun. She opened her eyes and saw
him there on the bridge and she turned her back and walked slowly up out of the
river and was lost to his view among the pale standing trunks of the cottonwoods
and the sun rose and the river ran as before but nothing was the same nor did he
think it ever would be. (220)
Overwrought indeed. Yet the extreme sentimentality of the passage reveals more than
Billy’s adolescent romanticizing of desire. Billy deepest wish is not to gaze upon the girl
in the river, or even possess her, but to be her—to internalize the femininity she embodies
but which he can only articulate through maudlin and stale tropes which objectify women
as goddesses, as sure a means to confine and control as he exercised over the she-wolf.
Connell also writes extensively about Freud’s persistent contributions and influence:
Freud opened more doors than he walked through. But the openings he supplied
for the analysis of masculinity were remarkable enough. . . . The point he most
persistently made about masculinity was that it never exists in a pure state. Layers
of emotion coexist and contradict each other. Each personality is a shade-filled,
complex structure, not a transparent unit. Though his theoretical language
changed, Freud remained convinced of the empirical complexity of gender and
the ways in which femininity is always part of a man’s character. (10)
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Though McCarthy composed his story about Billy Parham in the late 1980s and early
1990s, he set the story during a period when what it means to be a man was being
challenged in ways that rippled through everything from psychological theory and
practice, to economic activity, to the exercise and control of political power. This is the
world Billy inhabits and it is within this context that he struggles to define himself.
“Something in off the wild mesas, something out of the past.”—Billy Parham ⌖
A cursory glance at McCarthy’s protagonist in The Crossing reveals all the
trappings of a conventional Western hero: in cowboy boots and Stetson, sixteen-year old
Billy is a horseman, a marksman, a roper, a trapper, and a loner out for adventure in what
remains of the frontier in the years just prior to World War II. Billy Parham appears to
be, in other words, the ultimate repository of all of America’s masculine myths. Closer
inspection, however, reveals a far more complex character, one whose gendered identity
is nowhere near as fixed and certain as outward appearances suggest. Billy’s age and
innocence may partly explain his ambivalence regarding his own sexuality, but the
preponderance of evidence in the novel demonstrates that his is far more than a youthful
search for self, far more than a simple bildungsroman in which the male hero indulges in
some minor experimentation before returning to the cultural and psychological safe
harbor of normative masculinity. Nell Sullivan has written at length about gender issues
in McCarthy’s fiction and notes that, “While women are systematically eliminated from
the narrative in the [Border] trilogy, the feminine itself remains and is ultimately
‘performed’ by biologically male characters. . . . By divorcing femininity from women
and allowing the male performance of both gender roles, McCarthy in effect creates a
closed circuit of male desire” (168). The Crossing can be read as the story of a young
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man struggling to create an identity which not only conflicts with the hypermasculine
framework of the broader culture, but with the generic framework of the story itself.
Westerns, like the cowboys at their centers, are supposed to operate under certain
conventions, but Billy’s impulses are to perform “both gender roles,” to borrow
Sullivan’s phrase, and embody traits that are both conventionally masculine and
feminine. Throughout The Crossing Billy seeks to find or create rituals whose purpose is
to initiate him into a more complex understanding of his gendered self than tradition and
culture allow. Billy desperately needs to find (or create) a new and different role than the
conventional masculine character he has inherited. “In what senses, then, is gender an
act?” asks Butler.
As in other social dramas, the action of gender requires a performance that is
repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of meanings
already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form of their
legitimization. . . . Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus
of agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously
constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of
acts. (Gender Trouble 140)
The Crossing is filled with “stylized repetition.” Structurally, the entire novel is
organized around a series of repetitions as Billy crosses into and out of Mexico. More
locally, many scenes (such as those describing setting wolf traps or caring for horses)
depend upon carefully choreographed and prescribed repetitive actions. Even at the level
of diction, McCarthy’s writing utilizes repetition for much of its thematic and musical
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effect, with anaphora and polysyndeton occurring on nearly every page.9 Finding or
creating rituals meant to help one transition from one set of gendered constructions to
something new, however, is easier said than done in mid-twentieth century America
when gender roles are ossifying and contracting as the nation prepares to send its men to
the battlefields of WWII. Billy’s conflicting desires are seen in his tendency to alternately
care for and control his younger brother Boyd (whose very name gestures toward Billy’s
latent need to assert control over his sexuality). Billy’s paradoxical treatment of the shewolf too demonstrates his conflicted desires, as his attempts to free her only create ever
more stringent forms of confinement. He sets out to take her life, changes his mind and
attempts to set her free, and ends up shooting her himself after his efforts have resulted in
her being used as bait in a dog-fighting pit. Again, Sullivan notes that:
the characterization of Billy Parham . . . most clearly demonstrates the
destabilization of gender roles that both complicates and transgresses the generic
conventions of the Western in the Border Trilogy. . . . the titular “crossing” is
equally a reference to his “gender crossing,” as he crosses the illusory yet socially
endorsed boundaries between masculine and feminine. (169)
Just as the questions raised by the rise of second-wave feminism inform McCarthy’s
treatment of women in the All the Pretty Horses, questions raised by the rise of
Masculinity Studies shed light on Billy’s character in The Crossing. Billy’s decision to
free the she-wolf rather than kill her for her hide reveals that he has become “aware of his
9

The following example depicts the first time Billy witnesses wolves running free and is representative of
McCarthy’s penchant for various forms of repetition. “He was very cold. He waited. It was very still. He
could see by his breath how the wind lay and he watched his breath appear and vanish and appear and
vanish constantly before him in the cold and he waited a long time. Then he saw them coming. Loping and
twisting. Dancing. Tunneling their noses in the snow. Loping and running and rising by twos in a standing
dance and running on again” (4).
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own conscience, choosing to follow a code of honor different from the community’s and
even his father’s . . . . This is also an attempt to free himself from the strictures of the
community, asserting his own identity as one fascinated with the energy of the natural
world rather than one who seeks to dominate it” (Bourne 115).10 Billy has inherited a
construction of masculinity that is too narrow for his sense of self, and his sense of place
in the world. He embodies one of the questions at the heart of Masculinity Studies: what
does it mean to be a man? Anthony Rotundo opens his book American Manhood by
raising this question and immediately makes clear that “manliness is a human invention.
Starting with a handful of biological differences, people in all places and times have
invented elaborate stories about what it means to be male and female. . . . each culture
constructs its own version of what men and women are—and ought to be” (1). At sixteen
years old, transitioning from a child to an adult,11 Billy is pushing back against powerful
inventions, constructions, and narratives of masculinity that simultaneously empower him
and confine him. His desire (Bourne refers to his decision making as a series of
compulsions) to create a masculine identity that is broader and more inclusive than the
hegemonic model he has inherited forces him to disobey his father, to leave his family,
and to criss-cross geographic and cultural borders. His desire also threatens to render him

Bourne’s is more an environmental than masculinist reading of the novel, though many of her insights
dovetail with the work of masculinity scholars. The following passage, for example, illustrates how
changes in the external world can be read as outward manifestations of Billy’s inner transformation (and
vice-versa). “Billy’s dawning awareness of the transformation of historical landmarks into such unfamiliar
counterparts exemplifies the transformation of the western landscape and even the loss of a romanticized
way of life in which the protagonists are seeking futily to immerse themselves. There are recognitions
throughout the trilogy of the loss of cowboy culture and traditional ranching, replaced by corporate
ventures and technological colonization” (119).
10

After burying the she-wolf in “a high pass under a cairn of scree,” Billy enters a period of exile during
which he seeks to reinvent himself. He “wandered into the mountains. He whittled a bow from a holly limb,
made arrows from cane. He thought to become again the child he never was” (129).
11
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an alien in his own land. Consider the following description of Billy shortly after he
returns from his first trip to Mexico:
When he walked out into the sun and untied the horse from the parking meter
people passing in the street turned to look at him. Something in off the wild
mesas, something out of the past. Ragged, dirty, hungry in eye and belly. Totally
unspoken for. In that outlandish figure they beheld what they envied most and
what they most reviled. If their hearts went out to him it was yet true that for very
small cause they might also have killed him. (170)
A walking anachronism—with his horse tied to a parking meter—in the eyes of his
fellow citizens Billy is the ultimate outcast, loathed and loved at the same time. His
transgressions render him a threat to the social order. He has changed places with the shewolf. The heroism he displays in attempting to be true to himself is both admirable and
something to be exterminated at a moment’s notice. In all this, the price Billy pays to
define his masculinity in non-normative terms can be likened to the price Alejandra and
Dueña Alfonsa pay in All the Pretty Horses for their attempts to define and control their
femininity. Susan Kollin has called The Crossing a “cautionary tale about trying to assert
control over the unknown” by which she means “the limits of human power over the
wild” (581). I would refine these statements to focus on the dangers Billy faces as he
attempts to assert control over his transgressive masculinity, the wildness within. Billy’s
challenge is not to find his rightful place in the wilderness, in fact it is in wilderness
settings that he feels most at ease. His biggest challenge is to find a place to belong
among people. “Billy forsakes the code of the [frontier] hero; instead of being the solitary
figure who lives outside the social, he becomes devoted to his younger brother, realizing
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finally how much he needs Boyd, family, and other people to keep him sane” (Kollin
581). Billy needs other people, but his more fluid, expansive sense of masculinity makes
it difficult for him to fit into existing patriarchal structures. Jaraway notes that “the
domestication of male identity within the sheltered and nurturing precincts of the family
home thus affords another sense of ‘becoming-woman,’ and perhaps reiterates, for some,
a further state of emergency for embattled manhood in the present time” (55). In one of
the novel’s supreme ironies, what Billy desires most also happens to threaten everything
he has been taught about being a man. What Kollin sees as a conflict between Billy’s
affinity for wilderness spaces and his need to become an integrated social being, John
Dudley situates within a discussion of abjectivity. Quoting Kristeva on the abject, Dudley
argues that it is “not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between,
the ambiguous, the composite” (182). This definition seems tailormade for Billy Parham.
Culturally (American/Mexican), linguistically (English/Spanish), geographically
(U.S./Mexico), temporally (eighteenth century/nineteenth century) and in his gender
identity (male/female) Billy embodies abjection and, like so many of McCarthy’s men,
“remains [a] provisional creature . . . left to enact the primitive rites of manhood in a
world emptied of meaning” (182). I have already noted Billy’s compulsion to enact
rituals, his increasingly desperate attempts to wring from them a sense of masculinity
which conforms to cultural expectations while also reflecting his inner experience. The
Crossing suggests, however, that the problem lies not so much in Billy’s non-normative
sense of masculinity as in a defunct set of codes, rituals, and archetypes which are
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incapable of expressing it. Worden argues that:
Masculinity—even masculinity that is male—contains, in whatever ultimately
compromised form, the possibility to critique social conventions and produce
alternative modes of social belonging. Masculinity has no necessary relation to
dominant politics, be they imperialist, patriarchal, or heteronormative. . . .
masculinity often offers a site for protest against the dominant, a way of
channeling power into unconventional publics and subjects. (3)
Such an understanding helps situate The Crossing within contemporary conversations
capable of interrogating American masculinity and not merely eulogizing it. Billy is a
double-agent, then, both reflective and performative and McCarthy’s novel represents a
masculinity that is “uneven, saturated not just by patriarchal citations but also by
sentimental, collective, queer, effeminate, and butch masculinities that are not outside of
‘sex’ but revisions, reappropriations, and rearticulations of masculinity” (Worden 4).
Consider, for example, the closing paragraph of McCarthy’s nineteen-page treatment for
his proposed screenplay of Cities of the Plain. The story closes as “Billy kneels with the
glass of water [next to the dead body of John Grady]. He calls softly to John Grady. He
takes him up in his arms. Sons of bitches, he says. He is crying. He gathers John Grady
up in his arms and carries him out. Goddamned whores, he says. He carries John Grady
out in the dawn across the empty rubble strewn lot. He is crying openly. Goddamned
fucking whores, he says” (McCarthy Papers. Box 69. Folder 1). With John Grady’s death,
Billy has lost the nearest thing to true love he will ever know. His conflicted emotional
state is apparent in the tension between the passage’s tender description of intimacy, the
softness of his calls for John Grady, the care with which he gathers him into his arms
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(physical touching between men permitted only in service of the dead) and the abrupt
violence of Billy’s pained cursing of the whores and sons of whores he blames for his
loss. Billy cries out both at the initial loss of John Grady to a girl, the whore Magdalena,
and his final loss to a man, the pimp Eduardo and his phallic blade.
When McCarthy publishes the story as a novel years later, the scene has changed.
Billy still lovingly cradles John Grady’s body in his arms, but the word whores appears
just once, the word fucking not at all. “He was crying and the tears ran on his angry face
and he called out to the broken day against them all and he called out to God to see what
was before his eyes. Look at this, he called. Do you see? Do you see?” (261). The focus
here has shifted noticeably, away from the whores and back toward the pieta of Billy and
John Grady. The brash declarations of the screenplay have been replaced with
interrogatives, Billy demanding of God a clarity he himself lacks, the ability to see his
true self. McCarthy’s treatment ends with John Grady’s death, but the novel continues,
following Billy into old age. The last thing Billy says in the novel Cities of the Plain and
thus one of The Border Trilogy’s final utterances is “I’m not who you think I am. I ain’t
nothin. I don’t know why you put up with me” (292). The woman to whom Billy
addresses these remarks comforts him, saying “I know who you are. And I know why.
You go to sleep now. I’ll see you in the morning” (292). “Yes mam,” Billy responds, and
the trilogy ends. Billy only dimly recognizes the degree to which his entire life, nearly
eighty years, has been an act, a role he has played for others and for himself which he
both loves and hates. His identity remains cloaked beneath a construction of masculinity
that he will wear to his grave.
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The iconic cowboy, perhaps the most enduring iteration of America’s mythic
frontier hero, is already largely an anachronism by the time Billy realizes it is the role he
is expected to play. And in one of the trilogy’s supreme ironies, when we last see Billy
Parham in the epilogue of Cities of the Plain, “he was living in the Gardner Hotel in El
Paso Texas and working as an extra in a movie. . . . He was seventy-eight years old. The
heart that should have killed him long ago by what the army’s recruiting doctors had said
still rattled on in his chest, no will of his” (264-265). Billy had tried unsuccessfully to
conform to the normative model of masculinity by joining the army decades earlier,12 and
even as an old man he is still struggling to find the right role to play, now reduced to
earning day-wages as an extra in a low-budget Western. Everywhere Billy is reminded
that the world given to him, the world he both desired above all else and the world that
had no place for him, was actually just the remnants of a story from the past. The
Crossing opens with echoes of ghosts, Billy’s grandmother and younger sister calling to
him from the grave to remember their feminine presence, to embody it within himself.
Over four hundred pages later Billy remains haunted. Speaking to a lone rider come in off
the plains, Billy recalls:
My mama was from off a ranch up in De Baca County. Her mother was a
fullblooded Mexican didnt speak no english. She lived with us up until she died. I
had a younger sister died when I was seven but I remember her just as plain. I

Sullivan argues that “gender identity is simplified during wartime by this easy division [men leave,
women stay]. But Billy is rejected at three different recruitment centers because he has a heart murmur,
which symbolizes the weak or soft heart that his experiences have wrought within him” (180) and adds that
“The heart murmur is a hidden defect that finds outward sign in the tears that Billy sheds throughout the
novel. While real men do cry, the accepted fiction is that they do not. Any any rate, fictional men,
particularly heroes of the Western genre, do not cry” (181). Billy, of course, cries on multiple occasions:
during the she-wolf’s final moments in the pit, when he returns home and discovers his parents’
bloodstained mattress, in the wake of Nino’s stabbing, and in the novel’s closing scene after driving the
stray dog away.
12
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went to Fort Sumner to try and find her grave but I couldnt find it. Her name was
Margaret. I always liked that name for a girl. If I ever had a girl that’s what I’d
name her. (419)
All Billy’s wanderings have brought him back to where he began, and when tasked with
accounting for himself, the lineage he describes in greatest detail is exclusively feminine.
Billy lives in an era when “men returned to the home, as fathers and modest breadwinners
(instead of economic success stories), in the hope that by raising their sons to be
successful men they could themselves achieve some masculine redemption” (Manhood in
America 146)—yet our hero dreams of raising a daughter. Billy may wear the costume of
conventional masculinity every day of his life, but the gender identity beneath remains
more nuanced, more complex, and more threatening to cultural norms than he will ever
fully comprehend.
The Border Trilogy closes by echoing its opening, with yet another stark reminder
that Billy’s identity is haunted by the past. Having spent the night sleeping
in a concrete tile by the highwayside where a roadcrew had been working . . . he
got up and sat in the round mouth of the tile like a man in a bell and looked out
upon the darkness. Out on the desert to the west stood what he took for one of the
ancient spanish missions of that country but when he studied it again he saw that
it was the round white dome of a radar tracking station. (289)
As a younger man he bragged to John Grady: “I’m a trackin’ fool. I can track low flying
birds” (171). Now, old and lost, he seems incapable of deciphering the signs of the
modern world. He remains in a sort of limbo, having been born too late to play the role of
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cowboy and too early to participate in the “democratic manhood”13 of the twenty-first
century.
In The Crossing McCarthy dramatizes the liminal situation, between the mythic
masculinity of America’s past and the more democratic masculinity of its future, in which
Billy and American men find themselves near the end of the twentieth century. Billy
Parham is the new American Adam, exiled from the garden14 and forced to find his way
in a world where the rules of gender identity are in flux. To tell Billy’s tale McCarthy
consciously repurposes many of the generic conventions of the Western, most notably its
hyper-masculine hero. Many critics have noted that Billy’s story is as much about
storytelling as anything else15, and in The Crossing McCarthy seems to wrangle with
Fielder’s famous dictum that:
the great works of American fiction are notoriously at home in the children’s
section of the library, their level of sentimentality precisely that of the preadolescent. This is part of what we mean when we talk about the incapacity of the
American novelist to develop; in a compulsive way he returns to a limited world
of experience, usually associated with his childhood, writing the same book over
and over again until he lapses into silence or self-parody. (24)

Kimmel’s term. “A democratic manhood is a manhood of responsibility, tested, and finally proved, in the
daily acts that give our lives meaning. It is an expansive manhood, capable of embracing different groups
of men, whether by race, class, ethnicity, or sexuality. . . . It is an egalitarian manhood, accepting and even
embracing the equality of women in our lives, and preparing our children for the lives they will surely live
of greater gender and sexual equality” (297).
13

When Billy and Boyd reunite after their parents’ murder, they spend their first night camped on the alkali
flats outside of Lordsburg. “East and to the south there was water on the flats and two sandhill cranes stood
tethered to their reflections out there in the last of the day’s light like statues of such birds in some waste of
a garden where calamity had swept all else away” (171).
14

15

Luce’s “The Road and the Matrix: The World as Tale in The Crossing” is a prime example.
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Fiedler’s remarks capture something of both McCarthy’s and Billy’s situation. Both
compulsively look to the myths of the past to make sense of a rapidly changing present.
But where Billy seems largely incapable of transcending the stories which confine and
define him, McCarthy manipulates conventions and repurposes the tropes of the Western
to engage contemporary conversations about gender identity, the much ballyhooed
“crisis” in masculinity gripping the country, and the power of story to help us make sense
of it all. In the aftermath of his parents’ murder and before his own death across the
border into Mexico, Boyd Parham:
looked fourteen going on some age that never was. He looked as if he’d been
sitting there and God had made the trees and rocks around him. He looked like his
own reincarnation and then his own again. Above all else he looked to be filled
with a terrible sadness. As if he harbored news of some horrendous loss that no
one else had heard of yet. Some vast tragedy not of fact or incident or event but of
the way the world was. (177)
Boyd and Billy’s tragedy lies largely in their attempt to reincarnate a conception of
masculinity that had already gone extinct. Billy and Boyd’s story, set in the 1940’s but
made public in the 1990s, resonates with legions of American men who, like the boyhood
heroes of McCarthy’s novel, still find it almost impossible to articulate what it is they
have lost. Billy’s multiple crossings, exploring the terrain of geography and gender,
suggest a new, if tortuous way forward, a way alluded to in Deleuze’s epigraph to this
chapter. Not a linear flight from one binary to another, but a winding, experimental, and
ongoing journey capable of incorporating rather than destroying gender differences in the
creation of a new American masculine identity.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CITIES OF THE PLAIN—THE AUTHOR UNLEASHED
I ended up in the Southwest because I knew that nobody had ever written
about it. Besides Coca-Cola, the other thing that is universally known is
cowboys and Indians. You can go to a mountain in Mongolia and they’ll
know about cowboys. But nobody had taken it seriously, not in 200 years. I
thought, here’s a good subject. And it was. (Jurgensen Interview - Wall
Street Journal)
You haven’t come to the end yet . . . This may be nothing but a snare and a
delusion to draw you in, thinking that all will be well.
(Woodward Interview - “McCarthy’s Venomous Fiction”)
Over the course of his nearly fifty-year career Cormac McCarthy has carefully
cultivated an aura of reclusiveness. Rarely granting interviews, refusing book tours,
turning his back on paid speaking engagements, and deriding the teaching of creative
writing as “a hustle” (Woodward)—all while living on the brink of abject poverty1—
McCarthy’s public persona evolved into that of a literary loner, an artist whose singleminded devotion to craft and utter disdain for the trappings of conventional society both
bolstered his reputation among die-hard Cormackians while at the same time ensuring his
work would never gain a larger audience.2 At least that’s the story.
The recent acquisition (2007) of McCarthy’s papers by Texas State University,
housed as part of the Southwestern Writers Collection/Wittliff Collections, suggests
another story. The McCarthy archive reveals an author whose natural gregariousness,
collaborative bent, and strong desire for popular success expands if not explodes the
long-standing perception of McCarthy as misanthropic genius, content to labor in

McCarthy’s second wife, Annie DeLisle, recounts how she and McCarthy “lived in total poverty. . . . We
were bathing in the lake . . . Someone would call up and offer him $2,000 to come and speak at a
university about his books. And he would tell them that everything he had to say was there on the page. So
we would eat beans for another week” (“McCarthy’s Venomous Fiction”).
1

Richard Woodward recounts how Albert Erskine, McCarthy’s long-time editor at Random House,
enjoyed “a father-son feeling” with the author, “despite the fact,” as he sheepishly admits, that “we never
sold any of his books” (“McCarthy’s Venomous Fiction”).
2
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obscurity. This emergent portrait of McCarthy as a writer far more engaged with
contemporary culture (and economics) than previously assumed syncs perfectly with my
reading of his Western novels—Blood Meridian, All the Pretty Horses, The Crossing,
and in this chapter Cities of the Plain—as literary works whose purpose is not to retreat
from the present and seek refuge in the gauzy nostalgia of America’s mythic past, but to
repurpose, recalibrate, and reanimate a genre once deemed nearly extinct3 in order to cast
a penetrating light on a range of salient issues. Blood Meridian, though set in the middle
of the nineteenth century, speaks trenchantly to modern America’s latent taste for
imperialism. All the Pretty Horses, “an adventure story about a Texas boy who rides off
to Mexico with his buddy” (“McCarthy’s Venomous Fiction”), becomes something far
more complex when read in the context of the rise of second-wave feminism in the
United States. The Crossing, another hyper-masculine tale of two young boys riding the
badlands of the Mexico/New Mexico border, offers a far more nuanced protagonist in
Billy Parham whose fluid search for gender identity evokes insights and questions raised
by Masculinity Studies. The final volume of The Border Trilogy, Cities of the Plain, is
similarly engaged with contemporary issues, and opens up in fascinating ways when read
in light of the foundational changes reshaping the publishing industry and the role of the
author at the end of the twentieth century. As the first epigraph to this chapter suggests,
with its easy conflation of Coca-Cola and the Western, McCarthy was fully aware of the
mass-market appeal of the genre, recognizing in the Western opportunities to open new
Cawelti notes that “Westerns on television and in film have been infrequent in the last two decades of the
twentieth century. While there remains an audience for new paperback Westerns and for reprints of
established Western writers like Grey and L’Amour, this is a small and rather special segment of the larger
public. On the popular level, other genres, like the action movie, the mystery, the horror film, various kinds
of science fiction, and the popular romance have become increasingly important. Westerns constitute a very
small proportion of film and television production, and in the area of popular publishing, romances and
detective stories vastly outnumber new literary Westerns” (161).
3
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artistic and economic territories for himself as a writer.4 Archival material from the
Cormac McCarthy Papers helps reveal how the author leverages changes within the
publishing industry to problematize both generic conventions of the Western and cultural
conventions of masculinity, with some wry deconstructive lessons about narrative thrown
in for good measure.
The Story’s Told, Turn the Page ⌖
Locating Cities of the Plain within the trilogy is somewhat more complicated than
may first appear. Published in 1998, four years after The Crossing and six years after All
the Pretty Horses, the action of the novel also takes place after the events of the first two.
Cities of the Plain is set in the early 1950’s, on and around the Cross Fours Ranch in
Alamogordo, New Mexico, where John Grady Cole and Billy Parham both work. The
seeds of the novel, however, first took root as a screenplay5 McCarthy began writing
many years earlier, shortly after publishing his first Western Blood Meridian in 1985. In
other words, McCarthy had written the end of the story first, and only later added (and
published) the back-stories of John Grady and Billy before reworking the screenplay
itself into a novel as the trilogy’s final installment. As McCarthy cryptically told Richard
Woodward in his first formal interview (part of the marketing blitz leading to the release
of All the Pretty Horses), “You haven’t come to the end yet. . . . This may be nothing but
a snare and a delusion to draw you in, thinking that all will be well.” Indeed, an

4

McCarthy, for example, sincerely offered assistance and apologized for any delays to the Hayakaw
Publishing Company (who would translate Pretty Horses into Japanese) and patiently answered in writing a
series of questions about particular words and phrases from the novel. (Cormac McCarthy Papers. Box 46.
Folder 1)
In a handwritten letter to Howard Woolmer dated June 28, 1985, McCarthy writes, “Mostly these days
I’m trying to get a film script produced into a film. The McArthur largess expires in a little over a year and
I’ve gotten used to eating regularly and dont know what will happen when the money stops.” (Woolmer
Collection. Box 1, Folder 5).
5
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awareness of the compositional history of The Border Trilogy problematizes stand-alone
readings of the first two novels which tend to romanticize the youthful adventures of the
protagonists and often reduces their stories to little more than nostalgic paeans to a
cherished though vanishing period of America’s history. Even McCarthy’s paperback
publisher promotes the trilogy “as one vast elegy for the American frontier as it
disappears into history” (Boscawen). I contend that in the trilogy as a whole, and in Cities
of the Plain in particular, McCarthy had something very different in mind. I have
attempted to demonstrate that McCarthy’s turn to the Western as a literary genre grants
him unique opportunities to engage in a range of contemporary cultural conversations,
from American imperialism, to the rise of gender studies. In Cities of the Plain McCarthy
continues this engagement by using the tropes and trappings of the Western to selfconsciously position his novel in the literary marketplace, right there alongside CocaCola, the same marketplace for which he ostensibly showed such disdain.
Early indications that McCarthy’s The Border Trilogy would occupy a different
position within the literary landscape began to surface in the July, 1993 issue of Esquire:
The Magazine for Men, in the “Summer Fiction Special” edition. Amid a surreal
combination of literary and pop-culture elements, Cormac McCarthy’s name—along with
Richard Ford’s, James Salter’s, and other “hot” contemporary authors—appears in all
caps above the magazine’s title on a cover that features the super-model Vendela, scantily
clad in lingerie, provocatively perched atop a heap of naked female mannequins (Figure
1). For those whose interests venture beyond “What Every Man Should Know about
Models,” this issue also offers a first glimpse of the second installment of The Border
Trilogy with the short story “The Wolf Trapper.” The story (later published as Part I of
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The Crossing) appears behind a full-page, sepia-tinged photograph of the author (Figure
2).

Figure 1.
Esquire Magazine’s 1993 Summer Fiction
Special

Figure 2.
The title page of McCarthy’s story (later
published as first chapter of The
Crossing)

In the photograph, which would go on to be used in the jacket design of The Crossing,
McCarthy, dressed in work-shirt and jeans and seated at a rough-hewn wooden table,
stares directly into the camera in a posture that is both open and slightly aggressive. The
professionally composed and meticulously captured image is intended to suggest a casual
encounter with a man of the people yet is clearly every bit as staged as the magazine’s
cover. The photo’s dramatic effect, the title THE WOLF TRAPPER in bold red letters
occupying nearly half the page, and the tease line “The last wild lives” all combine to
frame the story which follows as a gripping coming-of-age saga ready to pick up where
volume one of the trilogy left off. “Thus the Esquire excerpt presents The Crossing as a
mass-market sequel to All the Pretty Horses, that rare combination of literary and popular
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fiction” (Jarrett 315). Splashed dramatically across the inside front cover of the issue is a
double-spread advertisement for Ralph Lauren, a color photo of running horses with a
lone cowboy in the background that could easily be a movie still from Billy Bob
Thornton’s All the Pretty Horses (Figure 3.); the “American Fiction: Summer 1993”
feature is introduced with a series of black and white photos all depicting the grandeur
and loneliness of the Southwest framed by the words THE BEGINNING AND THE
END OF EVERYTHING in all caps (Figure 4.). To cap off the whole rather bizarre
reading experience, immediately following McCarthy’s story one finds an Esquire
Reader Request survey where question five solicits the reader’s household income
(before taxes) and question ten asks: “Which of the following reasons best describes why
you do not eat more beef?” Nothing in McCarthy’s previous publication history compares
to this pop-culture stew. Indeed, he had gained a reputation with his Southern novels and
Blood Meridian as a writer’s writer, a genius whose craft belonged in the rarified air
above the scrum of mere commerce. Clearly McCarthy’s agent Amanda Urban and others
involved in marketing the novel sought to capitalize on the author’s reputation as a
“man’s writer” and consciously positioned “The Wolf Trapper” in the magazine for men
to play upon and profit from these associations. After buying the book (the magazine sold
for $2.50, the novel for $24.00) readers would be left discover for themselves
McCarthy’s more nuanced approach to gender issues in The Crossing.
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Figure 3.
A Ralph Lauren advertisement which could be a movie still from All the Pretty Horses

Figure 4.
The opening page of the Summer Fiction spread,
with its iconic associations of the American West
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In addition to leveraging the popularity of Esquire magazine to tease the reading
public (or at least male readers interested in super-models), Knopf also enlisted famed
graphic designer Chip Kidd to design the book jackets for all three novels in The Border
Trilogy. Kidd has been called “the closest thing there is to a rock star in the rarefied
world of high-end graphic design [and] regarded as the world's foremost book jacket
designer” (Roberts), but he suffers no illusions about his role in the book marketing
process. "I'm a matchmaker, not a pimp,” he says, “I design jackets that are elaborate
versions of name tags in the singles parties. I introduce the prospective buyer to the text,
and they either hit it off and go home together or don't" (Roberts). Kidd, currently the
Associate Art Director at Knopf, understands that his artistic role is primarily to drive
sales. A collection of book jackets Kidd designed for McCarthy’s Western novels can be
found at the end of this chapter, along with a brief description of Kidd’s collaborative
approach.
In another nod to increasing sales and expanding McCarthy’s audience, Knopf
turned to one of Hollywood’s fastest rising young stars to record (abridged) audio
versions of The Border Trilogy. Available for sixteen dollars on two cassette tapes when
All the Pretty Horses was published in 1992, fans could enjoy the verbal stylings of Brad
Pitt, who had just completed his break-through performance in his first Western A River
Runs Through It. AudioFile magazine touted Pitt’s performance as a reader as follows:
Haunting music introduces each cassette and provides background for Brad Pitt's
dramatic narration. His even cadence and soft, Southern drawl6 match the setting.
Pitt is especially talented in dialogue, and John Grady Cole and all the people he
encounters vividly come alive. Although the presentation begins slowly, Pitt's
6

Pitt grew up in Springfield, Missouri.
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wonderful narrative style captures the tone and emotion of the author's words and
moves the audience along to the story's sad conclusion. A powerful presentation.
That Pitt had never recorded audio in this fashion before nor bothered to master Spanish
pronunciation did not seem to be an issue. Knopf had a confirmed hit with All the Pretty
Horses, “which became a New York Times bestseller, and sold 190,000 copies in
hardcover within the first six months of publication . . . [and] finally gave McCarthy the
wide readership that had eluded him for many years,” (Biography) and Pitt was just the
type of celebrity commodity to help add fuel to the sales fire.
I am particularly interested in how McCarthy participated in these new efforts to
present his work to the “mass-market” and argue that both Cities of the Plain (and No
Country for Old Men in the next chapter) can be read as proof texts of an author, agent,
designer, and publisher who are openly collaborating to exploit the conventions of the
Western to reach new readers. In less obvious ways they are also blurring traditional lines
between conventional depictions of gender, between high and low art, between the
Western and other genres, and even between the novel and other narrative forms.
McCarthy may want us to believe he is serving Coca-Cola, but in fact he is pouring
something that packs a much stronger punch.
Books Are Made out of Books ⌖
In 1965 when McCarthy’s first novel was published, the literary marketplace was
fairly one dimensional, operating along much the same lines and principles which had
served it for generations. A prospective, persistent reader could find The Orchard Keeper
on the shelves (or remainder bin) of a traditional bookstore or the stacks of a public
library—two options, that’s it. With The Orchard Keeper and McCarthy’s next three
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novels, all set in and around Eastern Tennessee, a pattern began to emerge: the novels
received a smattering of critical recognition and were almost completely ignored by the
reading public. If McCarthy were to gain a wider audience, something had to change.
According to David Cremean, “It seems obvious enough that McCarthy, following
countless Europeans and Americans before him, was reinventing himself by moving
west. The reinvention involved a new life, a new location, and, in his case, a new literary
realm to write about” (127). McCarthy’s personal reinvention, predicated upon his move
first to El Paso, Texas, and ultimately to Santa Fe, New Mexico, also coincided with a
publishing industry that was in the process of reinventing itself. By the 1990s, the decade
which saw the publication of The Border Trilogy, market conditions and emerging
technologies had almost completely transformed the publishing industry. The New York
Times notes, for example, that with traditional brick and mortar book sales and
independent booksellers in decline, “books are turning up in the oddest places these days.
. . . Publishers are pushing their books into butcher shops, carwashes, cookware stores,
cheese shops, even chi-chi clothing boutiques where high-end literary titles are used to
amplify the elegant lifestyle they are attempting to project” (Bosman). One can envision
copies of The Crossing, for example, complementing the purchase of a $13,000 pair of
Chocolate American Alligator Lucchese cowboy boots or used as eye candy to adorn a
particularly muscular living room spread in Town and Country. By the time McCarthy
published Cites of the Plain in 1998, big-box retail giants, online mega-stores, Oprah, and
Amazon were completely rewriting the rules for how books were bought and sold. John
Thompson has identified three major factors which contributed to the transformation of
the publishing industry since the 1960’s: the growth of retail chains; the rise of literary
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agents; and the emergence of publishing corporations.7 Each of these factors, in turn,
directly influenced the publication of The Border Trilogy. The Vintage Book Reading
Guides, enlisting a graphic artist with a background in comic books to design the book
jackets and a Hollywood heartthrob to record the text, and the decision to reissue
McCarthy’s earlier novels (most of which were out of print) in trade paperback: all these
can be seen as targeted maneuvers to expand market share and take advantage of new
consumer habits.
The period during which McCarthy was writing The Border Trilogy also
coincides with the formation of his long-standing professional relationship with Amanda
Urban. Urban is widely regarded as one of the most influential literary agents in the
industry. She joined “ICM [International Creative Management] as a literary agent in
1980, serving as Co-Director of the Literary Department in New York for nineteen years,
and Managing Director of ICM Books in London for six years. Prior to joining ICM,
[she] was General Manager of New York Magazine and The Village Voice, and Editorial
Manager of Esquire Magazine” (Urban). Urban’s work with ICM also represents
Thompson’s third disruptive factor. According to its web site:
ICM Partners is one of the world's largest talent and literary agencies . . . [and]
represents creative and technical talent in the fields of motion picture, television,
books, music, live performance, branded entertainment, and new media. ICM was
formed in 1975 through the merger of Creative Management Associates and
International Famous Agency. In 2005, the company raised equity financing from
Rizvi Traverse and institutional investors to fund strategic growth, and in 2006,

7

See chapters 1-3 of Merchants of Culture: The Publishing Business in the Twenty-First Century for a
detailed analysis of these three factors.
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ICM acquired the literary agency Broder Webb Chervin Silbermann. In 2012, the
agency completed a management buyout and formed a partnership with the new
name, ICM Partners.
International Creative Management’s reach is global, its interests highly diversified, and
its intent clearly aimed at staking out a dominant position in the “new media” landscape,
a landscape where books are no longer just books, but potentially movies and
advertisements and television mini-series and product tie-ins and seemingly anything else
consumers might buy—and their authors are not merely writers, but brands.8 Urban
understood all this. So did McCarthy9, and so did McCarthy’s new editor.
Since the publication of his first novel, McCarthy had worked under the watchful
editorial eye of Albert Erskine, who famously edited Faulkner’s works for Random
House. “Although their working relationship was initially sometimes awkward, they
quickly learned to trust and like each other. In effect, they taught one another how to
work together, and Erskine taught McCarthy much about editorial and publication
processes” (“McCarthy and Albert Erskine” 303). As McCarthy was writing The Border

Of the 2008 Oscar ceremonies, for example, Collins notes that “television cameras cut to close-ups of
[McCarthy’s] face every time the adaptation of his novel [No Country for Old Men] won an award
throughout the evening. The intercutting between Joel and Ethan Coen at the podium and McCarthy
looking on approvingly in the audience was the perfect visualization of cine-literary culture—all three
authors were copresent at the moment the film was recognized as Best Picture of the Year. The literary
genius was no longer in Hollywood via a parody image in Entertainment Weekly—he was there on the Red
Carpet as the source and guarantee of the film’s greatness” (118).
8

9

The McCarthy Papers include a letter dated March 4, 1995, from ICM and Amanda Urban to Cormac
McCarthy detailing the Virginia Quarterly Review’s offer to publish an excerpt of No Country for Old Men
for $5,000 in an issue “to come out about a month before the book is published. Also, they’ve offered to
run a free full page ad for the book in their fall issue” (Box 80, Folder 2). The same folder contains an
invoice in the amount of $275,000 from Paramount to option the screen rights to the novel. Urban’s
commission is listed at ten percent.
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Trilogy, however, Erskine retired10 and Gary Fisketjon was assigned to edit McCarthy
moving forward. Fisketjon
is widely known in the literary world both for his hand in revolutionizing the
modern book publishing industry in the US, and for his reputation as a meticulous
and comprehensive editor. . . . He joined Random House Publishing in the late
1970s, at a time when the literary market was dominated by two forms of books:
expensive hardcover and mass-market paperback. . . . Fisketjon saw that the
literary market lacked a proper format in which they could be published, and in
1984 he founded Vintage Contemporaries, “a line of high-quality trade
paperbacks” that created a new forum with much better distribution through
independent booksellers. Its immediate success transformed how contemporary
fiction was published in the country. (Fisketjon)
Working closely with McCarthy and Fisketjon, Urban advocated for the “move of All the
Pretty Horses [and all of McCarthy’s subsequent novels] from the mainstream arm of
Random House to the more ‘specialist’ imprint Knopf” (King 144). Knopf is a whollyowned subsidiary of Random House, a publishing juggernaut with more than thirty
imprints under its domain. It is also an imprint often associated with “literary” works
which, though they may not be expected to generate phenomenal sales, nevertheless are
expected to extend a certain prestige to the company’s name.11 Urban’s background in

In a letter to Howard Woolmer dated November 5, 1979, McCarthy writes “I’m not really surprised that
you never hear from Random House. It’s a common complaint. The offices seem to be staffed with
transients these days. I never hear from the same person twice. And sometimes, of course, not even once.
Albert [Erskine] is semi-retired and probably considered some sort of relic of bygone years by the
functional illiterates now in command.” (Woolmer Collection. Box 1. Folder 3)
10

For a more detailed analysis of McCarthy’s collaboration with his agent Amanda Urban, his editor Gary
Fisketjon, his Spanish translator Richard Estrada, and even his medical advisor Dr. Barry King, see Daniel
11
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multimedia marketing and Fisketjon’s understanding of the changing face of the industry
uniquely positioned them to leverage the cache of the Knopf imprint while
simultaneously selling McCarthy’s works to a broader swath of consumers. McCarthy’s
willingness to sit for his first formal interview with Richard Woodward as part of the
promotional efforts behind All the Pretty Horses, though grudgingly granted, was also
negotiated by Urban, who has since ushered McCarthy’s career into a previously
unimaginable realm of critical acclaim (including a National Book Award, a National
Book Critics Circle Award, and a Pulitzer Prize) and popular adulation (including a
selection in Oprah Winfrey’s Book Club). Each of these individuals and events helped
alter the trajectory of McCarthy’s career, and increasingly the author himself showed a
willingness to actively participate in the process. Never the utter recluse he was so often
caricatured as, with the release of The Border Trilogy McCarthy emerges as an author
remarkably attuned to the challenges and opportunities of the new literary landscape.
Cities of the Plain can be read as the work of just such an author.
The Narrative Is the Unguessed Axis ⌖
Material drawn from the McCarthy archive as well as his greater openness in
recent years to engage the media and his reading public have begun to redraw the portrait
of Cormac McCarthy as notorious literary recluse. Still, it would be a mistake to expect
McCarthy to become a regular guest on the talk-show circuit or look for him to give
readings at the local Starbucks. While it is true that McCarthy’s turn to the Western
enabled him to expand his readership (and viewership via movie contracts) to a much
larger audience than he had ever enjoyed before, it is equally true that in the cauterized

Robert King’s Cormac McCarthy’s Literary Evolution: Editors, Agents, and the Crafting of an American
Author.
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literary terrain of the Western McCarthy uncovered thematic and stylistic concerns bound
to challenge generic conventions and reader assumptions. Just as readers of The Crossing
could experience a sense of confusion upon learning that John Grady Cole, who “Passed
and paled into the darkening land, the world to come” (302) in the last line of All the
Pretty Horses, was nowhere to be found in the second volume of the trilogy, so too
readers of Cities of the Plain are cast somewhat adrift in the novel’s opening scenes. As
Robert Jarrett notes, “The elliptical opening scene works to exclude those readers who
begin Cities of the Plain innocent of the narrative past. . . . [to] readers [who have read
volumes one and two], a more conventional opening with narrative exposition is
unnecessary, while the needs of those readers who are unfamiliar with the earlier novels
are ignored, hence their disorientation” (327). Ellipsis and disorientation may seem like
strange techniques for an author attempting to engage a broader audience. But McCarthy
is able to lure readers into a host of literary challenges associated with high modernist
and postmodernist fiction and continue to problematize conceptions of American
masculinity by presenting his trilogy in the guise of a serialized mass-market Western.12
If McCarthy appropriates generic tropes and marketing techniques associated with
popular fiction to provide his audience with a reading experience more often associated
with high modernism, so too his literary style presents a conscious collapsing of “high”
and “low” techniques. Much of Cities of the Plain is written in the terse, nearly
monosyllabic diction of cowboy culture. The dialogue of the novel’s opening scene is
indicative:

12

Jarrett sees serialization as a marketing strategy of contemporary fiction which simultaneously gestures
“back to the history of the novel” (322). After the heyday of serialized novels by Dickens, “serialization as
a mode of publication survived primarily within mass-market genres, along with paperback as a vehicle for
the dissemination of mass-market fiction” (323).
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John Grady you look like a goddamned wharf rat.
I feel like one.
The barman poured their whiskies.
I never seen it rain no harder. You want a beer back? Give us three beers.
You got one of them little darlins picked out? (3-4)
Weather, whiskey, work, and women (most often whores)—these are the accepted topics
of conversation among cowboys, and this is the language used: simple, concrete,
quotidian. In its opening pages, then, McCarthy’s style provides the uninitiated reader
with precisely what is expected: rugged men (unwilling or incapable of leaving
adolescence behind) working, and bantering, and getting drunk like cowboys are
supposed to do. Yet the same scene closes with a passage that gestures to the flip-side of
McCarthy’s writing style, the high literary style characterized by a more baroque, poetic,
erudite, and even archaic diction.
The trolleys had quit running and the streets were all but empty of trade
and traffic. The tracks shining in the wet lamplight ran on toward the gateshack
and beyond to where they lay embedded in the bridge like great surgical clamps
binding those disparate and fragile worlds and the cloudcover had moved off
down from the Franklins and south toward the dark shapes of the mountains of
Mexico standing against the starlit sky. They crossed the bridge and pushed
through the turnstile each in turn, their hats cocked slightly, slightly drunk, and
walked up south El Paso Street. (7)
The rhythms created by the alliterated “T” sounds of the first sentences, the precision of
the simile in the second sentence as well as its more elaborate diction and use of
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polysyndeton, and the careful repetition of the final sentence speak to McCarthy’s
meticulous craftsmanship and suggest a literary style capable of transcending the purple
prose more commonly associated with pulp efforts in the genre. The blurring cityscape
(first evoked in the novel’s second sentence when McCarthy writes, “the rain slashed
through the standing water driving the gaudy red and green colors of the neon signs to
wander and seethe” and echoed here) symbolically blurs the identities of the characters as
well, calling into question familiar surfaces and safe facades and suggesting darker, more
dangerous territory within. McCarthy achieves a seamless fusion of high and low styles
in a later scene where Billy and Troy encounter a group of Mexicans with a flat tire.
Billy took the stub of chalk from the patchkit and circled the leaks in the tube and
they unscrewed the valvestem from the valve and sat on the tube and then walked
it down till it was dead flat. Then they sat in the road with the white line running
past their elbows and the gaudy desert night overhead, the myriad constellations
moving upon the blackness subtly as sealife, and they worked with the dull red
shape of rubber in their laps, squatting like tailors or menders of nets. They
scuffed the rubber with the little tin grater stamped into the lid of the kit and they
laid on the patches and fired them with a match one by one till all were fused and
all were done. When they had the tube pumped up again they sat in the road in the
quiet desert and listened. (32)
The simple repetitions of the first sentence evoke Billy’s repetitive movements as he
begins to repair the tire. The second sentence presents a cinematic sweep from the
mundane to the celestial as the descriptions pan from the bounded and manmade
markings of the highway to the limitless, natural vastness of space. The third sentence
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makes explicit this fusion of worlds and styles while the final sentence reverts to quieter,
simpler diction and style to close the scene and create a caesura for characters and readers
alike. Cities of the Plain, therefore, opens with an easy, accessible style casual readers of
genre fiction are well used to, slowly introduces a loftier, more “literary” style as the
story gets under way, and ultimately ascends the heights to the soaring, biblical style
devotees of McCarthy know so well. McCarthy gives full reign to this more
magniloquent style in the novel’s epilogue, where Billy, now seventy-eight years old,
encounters an unnamed stranger beneath a highway overpass. The mundane scene belies
the complexity and meta-fictional nature of the conversation about to unfold. At one
point the stranger, in the midst of recounting a multi-layered dream to Billy, expounds as
follows:
The narrator smiled wistfully, like a man remembering his childhood.
These dreams reveal the world also, he said. We wake remembering the events of
which they are composed while often the narrative is fugitive and difficult to
recall. Yet it is the narrative that is the life of the dream while the events
themselves are interchangeable. The events of the waking world on the other hand
are forced upon us and the narrative is the unguessed axis along which they must
be strung. It falls to us to weigh and sort and order these events. It is we who
assemble them into the story which is us. Each man is the bard of his own
existence. This is how he is joined to the world. (283)
We have come a long way from the novel’s opening pages, filled with grunting and
spitting cowboys making casual remarks about the weather and women over whiskey and
beer. McCarthy here employs a level of diction, abstraction, and syntactic complexity far-
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removed from the simple, concrete declarations with which the story began. The
metafictional quality of this passage (and the entire, lengthy conversation between Billy
and the stranger) also emphasize McCarthy’s willingness to experiment with literary and
generic elements to pursue themes which are important to him. McCarthy repeatedly uses
his own carefully constructed stories to create conventional male characters who then go
to war with their own conventionality, or to foreground the central role storytelling and
narration play in assembling order from disparate human experience. Narration emerges
as perhaps the primary epistemological tool available to human beings, and McCarthy
layers his exploration of narrative power within stories that are themselves very much
about storytelling.13 Dianne Luce, for example in “The Road and the Matrix: The World
as Tale in The Crossing,” contends that “rather than any physical sense, the human
capability for narrative—not for language, which is another kind of artifact, but for
formulating the tale that carries our past, gives meaning to our present, and right intention
to our future—is our primary means of accessing and perhaps communicating the thing
itself; the world which is a tale” (208). Luce’s insights apply equally to Cities of the
Plain, and in both novels the level of philosophical engagement with post-structural
provisionality and contingency is more commonly associated with theoretical treatises or
PhD dissertations than Westerns, and is perhaps a great deal to ask from readers who
have been led by the novel’s marketing14 to expect a more straight-forward cowboy story.

“Cities of the Plain is replete with compulsive narrators who, through renarrating their pasts, interpret
and hence control the story of their past, before they go out in their world to repeat the structure of the past
within their present” (Jarrett 334)
13

14

The Vintage Books Reading Group Guide to Cities of the Plain, a glossy tri-fold colored pamphlet,
pitches the story as follows: “The time is the early 1950’s, the place the Border country of New Mexico. . .
. The cowboy and his horse are a thing of the past, a glorious and tragic anachronism. Here we meet John
Grady Cole of All the Pretty Horses and Billy Parham of The Crossing, both now working as cowboys on a
ranch that will very soon be taken over by the U.S. Army and tamed forever.”
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Just as there are many stylistic elements McCarthy consciously employs in Cities
of the Plain which are not typically associated with mass-market genre fiction, in this
final volume of The Border Trilogy he also demonstrates a surprising degree of structural
and generic plasticity. Rather than offering the reader a traditional, linear plot, Cities of
the Plain “reverts to the ambiguous, parabolic narrative style McCarthy used so often in
The Crossing” (Arnold “Cities” 264) and presents the reader with a patchwork of distinct
scenes, most no more than four or five pages long. A whorehouse in Juarez, Mexico; Mac
McGovern’s ranch in Alamogordo, New Mexico; a star-lit highway in the desert; an
afternoon at a horse-auction—Cities of the Plain cuts from one scene, location, and cast
of characters to another with little or no transitional narrative in between. The incidents
and scenes “are linked paratactically, with each scene followed by another. The episodic
nature of the novel is suggestive in light of the fact that [Benedict] Anderson has
associated a picaresque tradition with the rise of nationalism itself; picaresque novels,
along with the emergence of print culture, helped to produce imagined communities”
(Eaton 168). Consider the layers here. Cities of the Plain is a Western, a bildungsroman,
a picaresque novel of adventure, a screenplay, a story of star-crossed lovers, a Vintage
Reading Group popular favorite, and a timeless work of high literary art. By way of
closure, McCarthy offers readers of the trilogy a philosophically dense epilogue which
“suddenly moves the story forward fifty years in time . . . a gamble [and] double
displacement that leaves intersections of history and myth open to continuing
reconsiderations” (Edwards 1). The youthful innocence, naiveté, and wonder with which
the first two novels of the trilogy open result either in early death (John Grady, Jimmy
Blevins, Boyd, Magdalena) or reveal in Billy an aged man reduced to caricature: a movie
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extra, a man without a country, a paltry thing, a tattered coat upon a stick. As one critic
notes, “The prowess and privilege assumed in the character of the American cowboy has
limits. This is McCarthy’s innovation of the genre. A hero whose limitations, in the end,
are not all that redemptive” (Hada 31). Owens puts a sharper point on the issue when he
writes, “McCarthy’s westerns teach us that the green hopes of youthful dreams—all the
pretty horses, Alejandra, the she-wolf, Blevins, Boyd, the scintillating lights of the cities,
Magdalena in the mirror—are fanciful chimeras . . . the artifice of lamps and neon, which
bleed and die in a gray dawn” (116). Central to the artifice McCarthy constructs is the
intentional confusion of generic and structural elements, and the intentional confusion
this creates in readers, who inevitably approach the novel carrying the weight of decades
of generic and cultural preconceptions.
The episodic nature of the novel is not the only structural element that challenges
convention. Individual scenes themselves are often constructed in a non-traditional
manner. Consider the scene where Billy travels to The White Lake to negotiate with
Eduardo (in essence, to try to buy Magdalena). As the scene approaches its climax Billy
“turned back. He looked at the pimp. His cigar in his gracefully cupped fingers, his
expensive boots. The windowless room. The furniture in it that looked as if it had been
brought in and set in place solely for the purpose of this scene” (134). The final sentence
about the room’s furniture actually makes explicit the scene’s origin as a screenplay, and
one need only remove a stray modifier or two and change the tense to present to reveal
the origins of the entire scene: Billy turns back. Looks at pimp—cigar cupped in fingers,
expensive boots. A windowless room. The bones of the screenplay’s stage directions lie
just beneath the skin of the refurbished novel. Like a palimpsest, Cities of Plain comes to
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embody McCarthy’s famous dictum that “The ugly fact is that books are made out of
books. The novel depends for its life on the novels that have been written.” Woodward
captured this famous line in McCarthy’s first major interview and then cited Melville,
Dostoyevsky, and Faulkner as McCarthy’s primary influences. McCarthy’s archive has
uncovered another fertile source of inspiration—the novelist’s own prior iterations, often
work written years, even decades earlier, and in the case of Cities of the Plain in a
completely different literary form.
Leslie Fiedler opens Love and Death in the American Novel with a famous
declaration.
Between the novel and America there are peculiar and intimate connections. A
new literary form and a new society, their beginnings coincide with the
beginnings of the modern era and, indeed, help to define it. We are living not only
in the Age of America but also in the Age of the Novel, at a moment when the
literature of a country without a first-rate verse epic or a memorable verse tragedy
has become the model of half the world. (23)
Fiedler published these declarations in 1960, just five years before McCarthy published
his first novel, and McCarthy’s writing career can be seen as a lifelong experiment with
the novel’s form and function in contemporary society, particularly the novel’s ability to
create and critique masculine identity. McCarthy’s early novels defy easy categorization
as they exploit and explode the tropes and conventions of southern regionalism. Blood
Meridian, his first Western, hijacks one of America’s most beloved forms and genres to
immerse the unsuspecting reader into a welter of violence and gore. And Cities of the
Plain, the final installment of The Border Trilogy, positions itself firmly within the
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popular literary landscape and marketplace only to bristle at the very forms and formulas
it has self-consciously referenced and repackaged to gain this position in the first place.
McCarthy continues to experiment with the novel as a medium to capture and create
human experience. This experimentation is:
enacted within the very form of the text itself, which shatters into discrete
narrative away from the enclosure within meta-narrative (first the screenplay, then
the Border Trilogy series title). The literary history of visionary narrative seeks to
enclose the screenplay, which in turn seeks to enclose the Border Trilogy, which
encloses each novel, which in turn contains a series of interpolated narratives, and
so on. (Jarrett 319).
A snare and a delusion, indeed. McCarthy transforms a narrative genre infamous for
simplicity and transparency15 into a narrative framework capable of articulating the
complexities of post-modernist concerns ranging from the nature of identity to the
efficacy of language itself. McCarthy’s novel turns in on itself in seemingly infinite
circles, revisiting generic traditions, reevaluating national myths, promoting and
problematizing constructions of masculinity, and revising and subverting cultural codes.
As we have seen, Cities of the Plain purposely destabilizes reader expectations in
a variety of ways. In addition to other stylistic and structural surprises, the authoritative
narrative presence, so central to All the Pretty Horses and The Crossing, all but
disappears in Cities of the Plain, where dialogue supplants description to do most of the
narrative heavy lifting. Edwin Arnold, perhaps the longest tenured McCarthy scholar,

In The Six-Gun Mystique Sequel Cawelti identifies “seven basic Western plots” and states that “there are
basic patterns of action the Western tends to follow whether it be about ranchers, cavalrymen, outlaws or
marshals, the possibility of such diversity of plot patterns suggests that we know a Western primarily by the
presence of ten-gallon hats and horses” (19).
15
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refers to All the Pretty Horses as the trilogy’s “romantic adventure,” calls The Crossing
“a much denser, more demanding work . . . whose purpose seems almost a corrective to
those popular readings of the first book,” and with Cities of the Plain notes that:
McCarthy shifts again. . . . certainly it is more constricted than either of the first
two volumes, whose protagonists are initially large of heart as they move from
one place to another, into and out of Mexico. This is a diminished world
McCarthy creates in Cities of the Plain, a post-war West suffering through its
final mockeries and subtractions, a world hard pressed for heroics and depending
instead on simple decency. (“First Thoughts” 221-222)
McCarthy’s narrative style is similarly diminished, more minimalistic and constrained,
clearly reflecting the story’s origins as a screenplay as well as McCarthy’s oft-noted
penchant for severe self-editing. In an interview granted to The Wall Street Journal in
2009 McCarthy revealed a bit of his philosophy regarding editing, albeit in the context of
filmmaking, when he said, “One school of thought says that directors shouldn’t be
allowed to edit their own films. But the truth is they should be. And they should be really
brutal. Really brutal” (Jurgensen). Access to McCarthy’s drafts makes clear that he was
often no less brutal when editing his own work, in this case transforming screenplay to
novel. King notes that by the time McCarthy’s professional relationship with Albert
Erskine was coming to an end and Gary Fisketjon began to take over editorial duties,
“McCarthy was an increasingly strict self-editor” with “a growing sense of . . .
confidence in his own opinion” (145-146) and rather than redrafting material based on
editorial advice, McCarthy “was prepared to let some material go altogether, a marked
change from his previous writing methods” (146), a practice King connects directly to
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“McCarthy’s experiences trying to sell his original screenplay of Cities of the Plain”
(146). Luce uncovers a “pattern in McCarthy’s writing process” which emerged from his
earliest experiences at Random House, a pattern where he,
accepted that what he called his final drafts were not in fact final and that each
book would receive editorial commentary to stimulate further revisions. . . . from
the beginning of his career, he embraced revision in response to editorial
challenges as an opportunity to perfect his work. Always he did this on his own
terms, rejecting any changes he did not see as improvements.
(“McCarthy and Albert Erskine” 310)
Too much narrative hand-holding was never something McCarthy regarded as an
improvement. His narrators, though often magniloquent, rarely provide readers with the
benevolent guidance and editorializing associated with early novels, and though a novel
version of Cities of the Plain would seem to require some narrative presence, the narrator
has been distilled to barest essence, withholding judgment and often serving little more
function than to simply stitch together one scene to the next.
McCarthy’s experiments with narration continue in the final words of The Border
Trilogy. These words are not spoken by Billy (the story’s only survivor) nor by Betty (the
woman, wife, and mother who has taken Billy in). In fact, they are not spoken by any
character or even by the narrator. Instead McCarthy leaves his readers with a deceptively
simple dedication, spoken by a disembodied voice, set in italics and printed on its own
page:
I will be your child to hold
And you be me when I am old
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The world grows cold
The heathen rage
The story’s told
Turn the page.
Here, too, a snare and a delusion. A gentle lullaby which quickly pivots toward sterility
and violence. A spare, mostly monosyllabic litany which expands into a world of
allusions: the King James Bible (Psalm 2), Wordsworth, the opening lines of McCarthy’s
first novel Blood Meridian, and perhaps the birth of McCarthy’s son John Francis.
Trenton Hickman argues that “the text simultaneously dedicates this passage to the
careworn characters of the Border Trilogy and to the trilogy’s readers, thus asking this
terse verse to honor those who populate the pages of the trilogy but also to admonish
readers to ‘dedicate’ themselves to the ‘holding,’ being, telling, and turning of the pages
to which their reading obligates them” (143). A cynic could argue the dedication is its
own type of marketing ploy, prodding the consumer to turn the page on this story and
open the pages of McCarthy’s next novel—the title of which (No Country for Old Men)
comes from “Sailing to Byzantium,” itself alluded to in McCarthy’s dedication. Like the
three novels which precede it, the dedication is more than meets the eye, intriguingly
metafictional, ingeniously constructed from other texts, elegiac and ironic, and perhaps a
bit maddening.
Cities of the Plain fuses elements from the Sentimental Novel,16 the
Bildungsroman, the historical novel, regionalism17, and tragedies of fate recounting star-

Nell Sullivan argues that “all elements of the male sentimentality” can be found “in McCarthy’s
apocalyptic vision, a sentimental form that is only possible in the absence of the mother and indeed the
nation. . . . protagonists in McCarthy’s fiction flee the domestic scene [where] the domestic includes not
merely the domain of women but also the nation itself. . . . In turning the men out of doors and rendering
16
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crossed lovers (most obviously John Grady and Magdalena, but also on some level Billy
and John Grady), all while actively marketing itself as a serialized Western. Critics have
found in The Border Trilogy “the knight from the courtly-love romances of the Middle
Ages . . . the tragic hero of ancient Greek and Renaissance drama . . . [and] the anti-hero,
developed by Byron” (Bailey 74). Readers who have been conditioned by other popular
works within the genre to expect a winner to emerge from all the losers, a hero to ride
into the setting sun with his hard-won wisdom, or a nation’s cultural (masculine) identity
to be celebrated are similarly frustrated by the way The Border Trilogy ends. John Grady
may vanquish his enemy Eduardo but only after losing everything capable of bringing
meaning to his existence. Billy may survive the novel’s events, but is doomed to
existential wandering, through “Days of the world. Years of the world. Till he was old”
(264). Jarrett calls Billy’s conversation with the stranger in the Epilogue “a southwestern
parody of Waiting for Godot” and notes that:
the shift from the historical novel of the Border Trilogy to the futurist setting of
the epilogue after the millennium is as disorienting to the reader as the dream is to
the dreamer or the tale of the dream to Billy. Billy’s interrogation enacts our own
interrogations of McCarthy’s texts. So this dream tale functions less as conclusion
to the story of Billy and John Grady and more as meta-narrative—a narrative

unheimlich the home place—typically the locus of sentimentality and a microcosm of nation—McCarthy
appropriates the sentimental novel as a space for unembarrassed male tenderness in the realm of . . . ‘the
good guys.’ McCarthy’s good-guy sentimental undoes an implicitly matriarchal domestic power structure
and confers upon the father the affective power traditionally ascribed to the feminine or feminized
sentimental subjects” (“Good Guys” 81).
In Companion to Regional Literatures Charles Crow notes how “Bookstores today are filled with
acclaimed and bestselling books from authors like Cormac McCarthy, Charles Frazier, E. Annie Proulx,
Barbara Kingsolver and many others, that are deeply grounded in local culture and landscape. In an age of
corporate produced mass culture, of identical shopping malls and fast food restaurants, regionalism has
staged a defiant comeback” (1).
17
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about narrative that undercuts and critiques the mixture of geography,
historiography, and biography that comprises the main narrative of the Border
Trilogy. (336)
McCarthy, in other words, has found a way, somewhat surreptitiously, to employ the
tropes of the conventional Western (knife-fights, whorehouses, roping and riding) in
order to take his readers into intellectual territories rarely explored by the genre. Cities of
the Plain pulses with metanarrative complexity and “postmodern transcendentalism”
(Jarrett 338) which may not be precisely what readers had in mind from a novel touted by
the Vintage Books Reading Group Guide as a “quest and its bloody outcome, brilliantly
depicted by a writer who has proved himself one of the great prose stylists of our time . . .
a resonant fable of past and present, of wilderness and civilization, of cruelty and honor.”
Yet archival information from McCarthy’s papers in the Wittliff Collection reveals the
surprising degree to which McCarthy himself was part of this process. Steve Davis,
curator at the Wittliff Collections, describes going to the author’s home in Santa Fe on a
cold morning in December of 2007 to pick up the papers: “McCarthy shows a courtly air
as we meet him. He speaks in a soft Tennessee accent. It’s easy to imagine him as a
Southern gentleman. After coffee and some polite chatter, we load two cargo vans full of
sealed boxes. Then we drive straight back to San Marcos, arriving sometime after 2 in the
morning” (Davis). A few weeks earlier McCarthy “had quietly let it be known that he
was ready to dispose of his literary papers” (Davis) much to the relief of scholars who
were never entirely sure if the notoriously private writer even had an archive.18 Ninety-

In a handwritten note to Howard Woolmer dated April 8, 1989, McCarthy had written “I appreciate your
advice about the value of manuscripts in your earlier letter. I have bales of stuff stored away somewhere.
Who are you representing as curator-collector—or are you at liberty to say? I get requests from institutions
wanting me to send them my manuscripts. I sometimes wonder vaguely what they think I use for money.
18
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eight boxes of correspondence, research, notes, drafts, fragments, proofs, and production
materials present a treasure trove for McCarthy scholars and reveal that the image of the
misanthropic writer doggedly avoiding the eye for decades was indeed just another “snare
and delusion.” A quick overview of the MLA International Database uncovers 388 peerreviewed articles and PhD dissertations related to Cormac McCarthy. The truth is that
Cormac McCarthy is more accessible, and more marketable, than ever—even as the male
characters who monopolize his narratives are in headlong retreat from both the
marketplace and themselves.

I’ve been a full time professional writer for 23 years and I’ve never received a royalty check. That, I’ll
betcha, is a record” (Woolmer Collection. Box 1. Folder 7).
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Author Photos from Initial Publications of McCarthy’s Novels

Dust jacket photo from No Country for Old Men, 2005.
Photo credit: Matt Lindsay
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Chip Kidd Covers for McCarthy Novels

(Chip Kidd’s comments
on designing the book
cover for The Road are
below)

My original idea was a totally burnt-out car, or one just on the roadside in black and white. The
car was either on fire or it was a smoking hulk. I thought that was the best metaphor. McCarthy wanted
something much more austere. He didn't even want his name on the front. We had to gently persuade him
that that was not a good idea. So the cover just became this black hole. His name is not all that legible, but
it is there. It was kind of a compromise—"Okay, your name does have to be there, but it's not going to be
screaming." And it works—the only colors he describes in the book are various shades of gray, black, and
ash with a dash of blood.
The font is one of the oldest tricks in the book. You typeset text in a regular font, I think this was
Rotis, and then you blow it up really big on a Xerox machine and then you shrink it down really small. The
trick is to see just how much you can distress it and keep it readable. It's gotten harder to do because Xerox
machines are so much better, but if you've got a wonderfully shitty machine it will look all corroded and
gummy and yucky. It takes a bit of playing around, but it's really not that hard.
It was interesting to see The Road in bookstores amongst all the other stuff—it called attention to
itself by not calling attention to itself. I don't think we took unnecessary chances with it. The text has to be
strong for that kind of cover to work for a less established writer, but you could say that about anything.
— From Anya Yurchyshyn’s “How to Make People Buy Books” Esquire 18 June 2007
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CHAPTER SIX: NO COUNTRY FOR OLD MEN—WHAT IS PAST, OR PASSING,
OR TO COME
Masquerading as benign and accessible, western writing appears to lack
the “depth” of complexity of other categories of American literature. It
stands not so much as a body of imaginative literature but as the record of
a region’s landscapes and histories. Indeed, that masquerade—the
appearance of reliable representation offered by reliable authors—is so
complete as to be invisible; we take for granted that western writing
represents, with varying degrees of accuracy, the Real West.
(Unsettling the Literary West 7)
Perhaps it is worth noting at this point that McCarthy has always been considered
a regional writer—it is just that for at least two decades the region he was associated with
was not the American West but the South. Like Faulkner who looms over so much of
American literature and clearly influenced McCarthy’s early works, McCarthy’s first
attempts at short fiction and his first four novels were all set in and around the author’s
“own little postage stamp of native soil,” in McCarthy’s case the Appalachian region of
Eastern Tennessee. The Orchard Keeper, published in 1965, weaves together the lives of
three characters—the old woodsman Uncle Ather, the bootlegger Marion Sylder, and the
recently orphaned John Wesley Rattner—into a story that “transforms the rural south into
the eternal realm of myth” (Wallach). Like his first novel, his second novel Outer Dark
(1968) is also set in Eastern Tennessee. Here McCarthy recounts the tragic story of Culla
and Rinthy Holme, brother and sister whose incestuous union has produced a child. The
ensuing events occur in “a world of folklore or dream, peopled . . . by mysterious
denizens and ruled by some nightmare logic which makes one question at what level of
reality the story operates” (Arnold). Child of God (1973), McCarthy’s third novel, is set
in Sevier County, Tennessee, and asks the reader to sympathize with Lester Ballard, the
title character, and also “a murderer and necrophile, expelled from the human family and
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eventually living in underground caves, which he peoples with his trophies: giant stuffed
animals won in carnival shooting galleries and the decomposing corpses of his several
shot victims, male and female” (Luce). McCarthy’s fourth novel Suttree (1979) has
become the Knoxville, Tennessee, novel. Semi-autobiographical, this long and peripatetic
book tells the story of Cornelius Suttree who “has abandoned his wealthy family and his
intellectual past to wander the slums of Knoxville like some latterday Leopold Bloom . . .
and to apprentice himself to the Tennessee River” (Todd). From 1965 to 1985 (when
Blood Meridian was published) McCarthy was firmly ensconced in the literary and
historical traditions of the American South. His keen ear for dialect, his fascination with
the dusty often violent lives of those living on society’s margins, and his Gothic
sensibilities clearly marked him as a disciple of Faulkner and O’Connor and provided
critics and readers alike some landmarks by which to situate an author who otherwise
threatened to defy categorization entirely.
The publication of Blood Meridian in 1985 changed everything. Suddenly an
author who for years had endured extreme financial hardship to earn a place among
America’s great Southern writers was living in Texas, wearing cowboy boots, mastering
Spanish, and writing not about the claustrophobic woods and hamlets of Appalachia, but
instead exploring the vast, iconic spaces of the American West. Chapter two
demonstrates how Blood Meridian appropriates many of the conventions of Western
literature to complicate America’s imperialist impulses, both past and present. The next
three chapters cut for sign through The Border Trilogy to argue that McCarthy has found
ways to re-deploy a canonical genre to new tasks: to explore the tenuous development of
second-wave feminism via the star-crossed cowboy romance of John Grady Cole and
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Alejandra in All the Pretty Horses; to problematize traditions and assumptions related to
masculinity and gender identity in The Crossing; and to blur distinctions between popular
“Western” literature and high literary fiction in Cities of the Plain. All of which brings us
to McCarthy’s ninth novel and arguably his last Western: No Country for Old Men.
“They didnt look like anybody you would expect to meet in this part of the
country.” ⌖
No Country for Old Men bears many of the trappings of the traditional Western.
Its central characters certainly look like Western figures: Ed Tom Bell, Lewellyn Moss,
Anton Chigurh, and Carson Wells all wear cowboy boots and all but Chigurh wear
cowboy hats. Often these characters act like they are in a Western as well: Lewellyn
hunts antelope in “the baked terracotta terrain of the running borderlands” (8), Ed Tom
appears in several scenes on horseback, and each of these men at various points in the
narrative are involved in tracking and gunfights, actions easily associated with the
Western genre. Most of the story takes place in settings which are also conventional to
the Western. Sanderson, Texas (roughly twenty miles from the Mexican border) provides
the novel’s central location, with other cities and towns such as Balmorhea, Fort
Stockton, Odessa and even Houston seeing some of the action. Lonely desert places,
small-town cafes, and isolated two-lane blacktops play a prominent role in the novel as
do pickup trucks, scorching heat, sweat, and dust, and of course sunsets.
The characters even sound like they are in a Western. In Ed Tom’s opening
interior monologue he describes the one “boy” he sent to the gaschamber: “He’d killed a
fourteen year old girl and I can tell you right now I never did have no great desire to visit
with him let alone go to his execution but I done it” (3). The double negative, the
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colloquial tone, the diction all bespeak a Western hero—laconic, given to action more
than conversation, suspicious of abstraction. A few pages later after Moss has stumbled
upon a drug deal gone bad in the desert, he thinks to himself: “About now . . . you’re
shaded up somewhere watchin your backtrack. And the chances of me seein you fore you
see me are about as close to nothing as you can get without fallin in” (16). The softened
participles and easy, homespun aphorism mark Moss as a typical Western hero as well.
Add to this the copious “sirs” and “mams” sprinkled throughout the novel, the tendency
toward folk wisdom, and McCarthy’s pitch-perfect ear for local color articulations and
you have a cast of characters that could have stepped fully-formed from the frame of a
John Ford movie. Interestingly, the only character in the novel who does not sound like a
conventional Western figure is the enigmatic and psychopathic Chigurh. Already marked
as other by his appearance, with his “foreign cologne . . . Blue eyes. Serene. Dark hair.
Something about him faintly exotic. Beyond Moss’s experience” (111-112)1, Chigurh
also uses language in ways that separate him from the rest of the novel’s characters.
Confronting an unsuspecting gas station owner, Chigurh transforms a simple coin toss
into a moment of existential crisis. “Anything can be an instrument. . . . Small things.
Things you wouldn’t even notice. They pass from hand to hand. . . . It’s just a coin. For
instance. Nothing special there. What could that be an instrument of? You see the
problem. To separate the act from the thing. As if the parts of some moment in history
might be interchangeable with the parts of some other moment” (57). Whereas most of
the novel’s characters use concrete words to depict concrete objects and actions,

Joel and Ethan Coen famously highlight Chigurh’s otherness in their Academy Award winning film
adaptation by amplifying just these visual markers. “His semi-Buster Brown/Prince Valiant haircut—
neatly tucked under, and adding an asexual aspect to his appearance—bespeaks a man without vanity. The
haircut was, the Coens have said, modeled on a photograph of a man at a border whorehouse” (Mellen 29).
1
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Chigurh’s speech tends toward the abstract, the conceptual, and the philosophical. If
characters like Ed Tom and Lewellyn are this Western’s conventionally laconic, Anglo
protagonists, Chigurh plays the part of the antagonist, foreign in mysterious and sinister
ways, speaking a manner of English that to many in the novel is as incomprehensible as
was the Comanche or Apache language to settlers of earlier Westerns. At first glance,
therefore, No Country for Old Men, continues McCarthy’s exploration of the trappings
and tropes of the Western, walking and talking in ways that place it neatly within the
lineage of one of America’s most recognizable genres. As is often the case in McCarthy’s
literary universe, however, things are rarely what they appear to be on the surface.
Numerous critics have argued that No Country for Old Men owes more to
traditions and conventions stemming from the detective novel, the hard-boiled noir novel,
and even the postmodern gothic crime drama than to the Western, and Robert Jarret notes
that “even sophisticated readers can be misled by the generic mimicry of the novel”
(“Genre, Voice” 38). Cant observes that “no attempt is made to disguise the novel’s
generic forebears: it is clearly related to the ‘hard-boiled’ school of Chandler, Hammett
and, more latterly, Elroy. Its fierce pace and the tight, minimalist style of the action
sequences make it a compelling read” (52). The baroque maximalism of Blood Meridian
and The Crossing has given way to a more clipped, nearly monosyllabic prose which in
its cynicism and tendency toward cutting aphorisms is reminiscent of detective fiction.
After counting the dead, for example, Ed Tom says, “I ain’t sure we’ve seen these people
before. Their kind. I don’t know what to do about em even. If you killed em all they’d
have to build an annex on to hell” (79).
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McCarthy’s treatment of space in No Country, like his modulations in style, also
blurs generic lines. The wide open vistas and sweeping landscapes almost universally
associated with Westerns are only ironically gestured toward in the novel, to be replaced
with claustrophobic, often dimly lit interiors more resonant of literary and film noir.
Seedy hotel rooms, trailer homes, or hospital wards take the place of camp sites; bloodsoaked or burning trucks and cars, often completely immobilized, stand in for wagon
trains or locomotives which might actually transport characters and readers from one
locale to the next. These interiors are not destinations in any positive sense, but rather
exit points, places where people are shot (often in the face) for reasons which remain
enigmatic to them and the reader as well. Many of the novel’s central death scenes are
elided entirely, occurring off stage as it were, and creating for the reader the same sense
of destabilization and confusion that Ed Tom feels.
The novel even subverts generic expectations at the character level. As Mitchell
notes,
With Westerns . . . character itself is so frequently obvious as to seem all but
allegorical. Western figures rarely wonder about motives or psychologies or pasts.
. . . Noir figures are precisely the opposite in persistently mulling over what has
gone wrong (often in extended voice-over), reflecting all but obsessively on
others’ inscrutable behavior . . . or one’s own disastrous missteps. (346)
Moss is perpetually second-guessing his choices, from approaching the abandoned cars in
the desert, to taking the satchel full of money, to returning to the scene in the middle of
the night with a jug of water. Ed Tom’s compulsive introspection, apparent in dialogue
but on full display in the italicized monologues, has more in common with Hamlet than
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Hud. And whereas in his earlier Westerns McCarthy’s favorite mantra was “they rode
on,” in No Country the most repeated action of his characters is more apt to be “just sat
there,” (11) or “stood there thinking,” (15) often qualified with the phrase “for a long
time” (23). For traditional Western heroes (and anti-heroes) external actions are the
natural expressions of internal states; in a conventional character like the Virginian a sort
of perfect conductivity abides, and the harmony that results between the man’s principals
and his behavior stands as one of his most admirable and heroic traits. No Country for
Old Men, on the other hand, presents us with characters who seem utterly perplexed. “Ed
Tom Bell is persistently bewildered by the decline of civic standards; Anton Chigurh
embodies a bafflingly principled malevolence, as he patiently, sociopathically expounds
his philosophy to befuddled victims; Lewellyn Moss seems merely capricious alternating
between rash opportunism and equally rash charitable gestures” (Mitchell 346). Ed
Tom’s deputies and fellow lawmen perpetually remain one step behind their quarry while
Carla Jean and her grandmother merely bounce from place to place as circumstances
dictate. No Country erodes the moral certitude that made heroic action such a staple of
conventional Westerns, substituting in its place a pervasive aura of doubt, guilt, and
shadow. It seems clear that McCarthy intended the casual and uninitiated reader to
approach the novel as a Western, fashioning on the surface another “snare and delusion”
only to subvert the generic expectations that such a framing is bound to create. The
remainder of this chapter will seek to explain why.
A good deal of the generic confusion No Country for Old Men presents readers
and critics begins to dissipate when one realizes that experimenting with genre and
convention have in fact been part of McCarthy’s method all along. As we have seen,
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beginning with his first western Blood Meridian and continuing throughout The Border
Trilogy, McCarthy has demonstrated an almost perverse delight in upending generic
expectations and repurposing conventions to his own ends. Blood Meridian shatters the
aura of comforting nostalgia so often present in more traditional Westerns and replaces it
with a hallucinogenic miasma of violence and gore. Readers expecting to find an escape
from the complexities of modernity are instead forced to witness imperialist atrocities
that refuse historical containment and bleed into the present. We have noted too how
McCarthy overtly employs Western tropes in All the Pretty Horses to lull the reader into
a false sense of security and familiarity. What masquerades as a relatively innocent
bildungsroman depicting a young man’s initiation into adulthood and the star-crossed
love affair of innocents ultimately reveals itself to be a far darker and deeper exploration
of cultural constructions of class and gender, including the rise of second-wave feminism
and the challenges this poses for McCarthy’s male characters. The Crossing continues to
defy generic expectations not only by refusing to pick up the story of the trilogy’s first
installment, but by presenting in its protagonist a Western hero whose search for identity
ultimately calls into question the very concept and construct of masculinity. Billy
Parham’s multiple border crossings become analogues for fluid and shifting gender issues
and challenges highlighted by the rise of Masculinity Studies. And in Cities of the Plain
McCarthy combines elements of screenplay and novel, singular artistry and editorial
collaboration, marketing and media to debunk the myth of the literary recluse and once
again demonstrate the plasticity of a genre so often reduced to mere cliché. Rather than
be surprised or disappointed by the fusion of genres represented in No Country for Old
Men, therefore, the experienced and astute reader should expect nothing less. Many of the
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novel’s early reviews were less than generous, their complaints often stemming largely
from an inability to appreciate the purposefulness of its generic experimentation. William
Deresiewicz writing for Nation, Joyce Carol Oates for The New York Review of Books,
and James Wood in The New Yorker all echo in some manner Roger Hodge’s 2006
Harper’s essay that in apparent exasperation poses the question: “Why would a novelist
who has proven again and again over the course of eight novels that he can do anything
he chooses, one who has stubbornly followed his own path without regard to critical or
commercial fashion, choose to narrow his focus so radically?” (66). The question
presumes (incorrectly) that No Country represents a radical departure from McCarthy’s
previous work, a narrowing of artistic scope, and a sudden and unprecedented willingness
to engage the marketplace while in fact the novel’s snares and delusions have been at the
heart of McCarthy’s Western turn from the beginning.
Gather Me into the Artifice of Eternity ⌖
Another explanation for the work’s multi-faceted generic morphology emerges
when one explores more fully the novel’s title and its overt allusion to William Butler
Yeats’s poem “Sailing to Byzantium” (published the year of McCarthy’s birth).
McCarthy has employed allusions in the titles of several previous novels: Outer Dark
places the sufferings of Culla and Rinthy Holme in a biblical context, evoking “the
children of the kingdom . . . cast out into the outer darkness [where] there shall be
weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8.12); Cities of the Plain also references the bible,
specifically the destruction with fire and brimstone of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis
8.24-29). These conscious couplings situate McCarthy’s works within an ancient
genealogy of storytelling and lend universality and allegorical scope to what might
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otherwise be read as mere regional tales. They also suggest elemental tensions between
creative and destructive forces, between the human and ephemeral and the Godly and
eternal, between the sacred customs and strictures of an older way of life, and the profane
temptations of the new. Viewed in this light, the allusion to Yeats’s poem and its
complex fascination with gold in particular seem a natural choice. The poem’s first stanza
reads:
That is no country for old men. The young
In one another's arms, birds in the trees,
—Those dying generations—at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.
Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect. (lines 1-8)
Here Yeats describes a world entranced by the new, the sensual, the tactile, and the
transitory. Fish, flesh, and fowl—all that is physical—know only the immediacy of
frenzied sensuality (amplified by the line’s heavy alliteration) and remain oblivious to
intellectual accomplishments capable of transcending the moment. The obvious
analogues to the old men of the poem’s first line are Ed Tom and Uncle Ellis, men who
find themselves living in a country that has evolved almost beyond their comprehension.
The novel opens with an italicized monologue where Ed Tom admits that, in regard to a
nineteen-year old boy who had killed his fourteen-year old girlfriend: “I thought I’d
never seen a person like that and it got me to wondering if maybe he was some new kind”
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(3). This scene is echoed in one of the novel’s final monologues where Ed Tom again
remembers visiting another young man who has received the death penalty. Ed Tom has
testified on his behalf at trial and come to see him prior to his execution. After telling him
that “I done the best I could for him and that I was sorry because I didnt think he done it
. . . he just rared back and laughed and he said: Where do they find somebody like you?
Have they got you in diapers yet? I shot that son of a bitch right between the eyes and
drug him back to his car by the hair of the head and set the car on fire and burned him to
grease” (297). Yeats’s “dying generation” has become a killing generation in McCarthy’s
world—a world seemingly intent on self-destruction—and the novel’s younger characters
(Moss, Carla Jean, Wells, along with a host of nameless drug runners, and hotel clerks,
and hitchhikers) die not in one another’s arms, but alone and confused. Even Ed Tom’s
only daughter dies young. It is not, of course, that Ed Tom is a stranger to death and
violence. A World War II veteran and a Texas sheriff for thirty-six years, Ed Tom’s
entire adult life has made him witness to and unwilling participant in a world filled with
violence. Yet as an old man Ed Tom fears a shift of such tectonic proportions has
occurred that he (and everyone his age) has been rendered not only ineffectual but nearly
ridiculous. The speaker of Yeats’s poem begs of God’s holy sages that they
Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying animal
It knows not what it is (lines 13-15)
and offers this ardent prayer as a transitional plea, hoping to shed his mortal husk and be
transformed into a timeless object of beauty. Ed Tom embodies the desire, the emotional
sickness, and the befuddlement of these lines but lacks the faith that there is anything
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else. The closest he can come to an understanding of “monuments of unageing intellect”
(line 8) is his recollection of a “stone water trough in the weeds by the side of the house.
. . . I dont know how long it had been there. A hundred years. Two hundred” (307). He is
remembering the farmhouse where he fought the Germans in World War II, the house
where many of his friends died or were killed after he fled under cover of nightfall. The
events of that afternoon and evening have haunted every breath Ed Tom has taken since.
Speaking of them to Uncle Ellis earlier in the novel he said, “I didnt know you could steal
your own life. And I didnt know that it would bring you no more benefit than about
anything else you might steal” (278). Rather than achieving liberation amid an emperor’s
palace adorned with the “hammered gold and gold enameling” (line 28) of Grecian
goldsmiths, Ed Tom remains trapped by the memory of a coffin-shaped stone, “about six
foot long and maybe a foot and a half wide and about that deep” (307), still bearing the
chisel marks of the man who worked it.
As the dying generations of the young mindlessly kill one another off and the old
stand helplessly by trying to wring sense from the carnage2, the novel ironically suggests
that it is Chigurh who emerges as the monument to “unageing intellect.” Chigurh is
mysteriously timeless, of indeterminate age and nationality. Staring down the barrel of
Moss’s sawed-off shotgun, Chigurh “seemed oddly untroubled. As if this were all part of
his day” (112). He is equal to every occasion, calmly assessing “what is past, or passing,
or to come” (line 24) even as the bullets fly and the cars and buildings burn. Chigurh is
an ironic perversion of the timeless sage of Yeats’s poem: where Yeats’s lofty diction
In his penultimate monologue Ed Tom says: “The other thing is the old people, and I keep comin back to
them. They look at me it’s always a question. Years back I dont remember that. I dont remember it when I
was sheriff back in the fifties. You see em and they dont even look confused. They look crazy. That bothers
me. It’s like they woke up and they dont know how they got where they’re at” (304). Ed Tom’s insistence on
the third person here is ironic and confirms his unwillingness to recognize himself as one of the very group
he is describing.
2
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sings of sages who stand “in God’s holy fire / As in the gold mosaic of a wall” (lines 910), McCarthy dryly chronicles how Chigurh, who has just improvised and detonated a
car bomb, emerged
from behind the counter in the orange glow of the fire and went down the aisle
and picked up a pair of aluminum crutches and pushed open the rear door and
went hobbling out across the gravel parking lot behind the store. The alarm at the
rear door went off but no one paid any attention and Chigurh never had even
glanced toward the front of the store which was now in flames. (163)
Chigurh is repeatedly setting fires in the novel, the only evidence of his presence often
the smoke and ashes of his most recent conflagration. In him McCarthy also subverts the
“singing masters” from the title’s source. In the poem’s second stanza, the speaker calls
upon Byzantium’s holy sages, associated with the timeless mysteries of artistic creation,
regeneration, and purification to
Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,
And be the singing-masters of my soul.
Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying animal
It knows not what it is; and gather me
Into the artifice of eternity. (lines 11-16).
In No Country for Old Men Chigurh takes perverse pleasure in confronting his victims
with their own mortality, forcing them to reckon with their own sick desires, to backtrack
into the shadowy regions of their own complicity, and to come to some more honest
evaluation of themselves (of their souls) before he sends them into eternity. Yeat’s poem
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imagines a transcendent role for art, where the spirit of creation is capable of taking
mortals “out of nature” (line 17) and “bodily form” (line 18) and allowing them to
experience eternal beauty. McCarthy’s novel imagines Anton Chigurh3, a “signifier of
metaphysical evil” (Genre, Voice 37), more along the lines of Flannery O’Connor’s The
Misfit from “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.” Cold-blooded killers, both The Misfit and
Chigurh share a surprising and unnerving propensity for ontological introspection and
both feel a compulsion to share this propensity with their victims, indeed to urge their
victims to participate in it themselves . . . before shooting them. Chigurh’s murder of
Carla Jean reveals him at his most expansive, his most enigmatic. “Sitting at the little
desk waiting for her” (254) in her bedroom, Chigurh engages Carla Jean in a lengthy
conversation (reminiscent of the dialogue between the Judge and the man at the end of
Blood Meridian) during which he seems intent on bringing her to a true understanding of
herself. Utterly dispassionate, Chigurh patiently guides Carla Jean to see and accept the
path that has brought her to this moment.
A person’s path through the world seldom changes and even more seldom will it
change abruptly. And the shape of your path was visible from the beginning.
She sat sobbing. She shook her head.
Yet even though I could have told you how all of this would end I thought
it not too much to ask that you have a final glimpse of hope in the world to lift
your heart before the shroud drops, the darkness. Do you see? (259)
Twice more he asks, “Do you understand?” and “Do you see?” to which she replies,
Chigurh too is capable of appreciating good art. While negotiating with the financier of the novel’s central
drug deal, Chigurh “looked around the room. Nice office, he said. Low key. He nodded to a painting on the
wall. Is that original?
The man looked at the painting. No, he said. It’s not. But I own the original. I keep it in a vault.
Excellent, said Chigurh.” (253)
3
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“Yes . . . I do. I truly do.
Good, he said. That’s good. Then he shot her. (260)
The splendor, monuments, and magnificence of Yeats’s holy city of Byzantium have
been reduced to Odessa, Texas, “on a cold and windy day in March” (253), and Yeats’s
“sages standing in God’s holy fire” (line 9) replaced by a psychopathic killer who says,
“Even a nonbeliever might find it useful to model himself after God. Very useful, in fact”
(256). Chigurh models himself as a prophet of determinism, where free will and
contingency, if they exist at all, are cheapened by his insistence on the coin toss as the
ultimate arbiter of a person’s fate.
A favorite motif of McCarthy’s, Chigurh and his coins ironically echo Yeats’s
poem and its images of “Grecian goldsmiths” (line 19) and their hammers, monetizing
and commercializing that which Yeats would hold above barter and corruption.
Immediately after killing Carla Jean, Chigurh is seriously injured in a car crash. He
purchases his escape by offering a hundred dollars to the accident’s only witnesses, two
young boys. The money pays for a shirt (to use as a sling for his badly broken arm) but
more importantly for their promise to forget what Chigurh looks like once the authorities
arrive. Chigurh is a prophet during an age where everything is for sale, where “accepting
bribes and actively deceiving others in the interest of profit is essentially the default
condition of the modern world. The circulation of specie thus becomes the prevailing
measure of contemporary life, determining both the shape and the outcome of all human
interactions and events” (Bannon 93). If Ed Tom, as spokesperson for his generation,
finds himself utterly at odds with the mercenary spirit of the age, Chigurh’s presence in
the novel forces him to a realization that in this regard at least the present may not be so
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different from the past. In a monologue near the novel’s end Ed Tom says, “I think I
know where we’re headed. We’re bein bought with our own money. And it aint just the
drugs. There is fortunes bein accumulated out there that they dont nobody even know
about. What do you think is goin to come of that money? Money can buy whole
countries” (303). The speaker of Yeats’s poem envisions a union of human and artistic
perfection amid the gilded halls of lords, and ladies, and emperors. Ed Tom’s existential
awakening has caused him to question all such visions and accept the fact that he
negotiates a world where consumer capitalism commodifies everything and its influence
extends everywhere: from the rincons and arroyos of the Texas desert, to the rundown
motels and cafes scattered along the highways, to the gleaming glass and steel
skyscrapers of Houston. Ed Tom likens this world to a cosmic poker game in his first
monologue4 and monetizes it again in the last where he dreams “about meetin him [his
dead father] somewheres and he give me some money and I think I lost it” (309). By
novel’s end Ed Tom has come to see himself as “an aged man . . . a paltry thing / A
tattered coat upon a stick” (lines 9-10). He quits hunting Chigurh as he recognizes that
continuing to do so would necessitate putting his very soul at stake. He quits as sheriff of
Sanderson County, telling his wife “I hoped the people of this county would have better
sense than to even vote for me. I told her I didnt feel right takin their money? (298). The
novel’s last lines detail a recent dream of Ed Tom’s, a dream wherein his father had
travelled on before him on horseback through the mountains, carrying fire in a horn and
“fixin to make a fire somewhere out there in all that dark and all that cold and I knew

Foreshadowing the novel’s central themes, Ed Tom says, “Somewhere out there is a true and living
prophet of destruction and I dont want to confront him. I know he’s real. I have seen his work. I walked in
front of those eyes once. I wont do it again. I wont put by chips forward and stand up and go out to meet
him” (4).
4
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when I got there he would be there. And then I woke up” (309). Ed Tom dreams of
Byzantium, of a world cleansed by fire with the power to “consume his heart away” (line
12) and gather him into eternity. But he wakes up in this world, where Moss and Carla
Jean are dead, as is Carson Wells, several appointed officers of the law, a young female
hitchhiker, and all those nameless drug runners, both Mexican and American. The ghost
of Anton Chigurh lives on, the spirit of Mammon of whom Ed Tom concedes, “I got a
feelin I ought to know who it is. . . . I need to familiarize myself with his habits” (298299).
A Man Would Have to Put His Soul at Hazard ⌖
Finally, the generic identity crisis on display in No Country for Old Men allows
McCarthy to highlight perhaps his greatest thematic concern, not only in this novel but in
his entire corpus: the question of what it means to be a man in postmodern America. It
makes sense that McCarthy would turn to the Western as the generic medium to further
this career-long fascination. Noting that simulation and hyper-reality play key roles in the
production of postmodern art, Nathaniel Lewis writes that:
western literature began what Baudrillard calls the “production of the real” at least
two hundred years ago; that western literature took this production as a primary
goal; and that the history of this production had been so carefully erased that we
no longer see it. In other words, western literature has always been the first and
the best example of postmodern writing in American literary history. (192).
Within this context McCarthy’s generic gyrations emerge not as the failed attempts of a
writer either past his prime or in the grips of a mercenary impulse to cash in on his
growing popularity (film rights to the novel were negotiated even prior to its publication),
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but as purposeful and controlled artistic decisions. What better means of exploring the
constructedness of contemporary masculinity than through the self-conscious
refashioning and reconstructing of several of America’s iconic masculine narratives (the
Western, the detective novel, the hard-boiled and noir) into a single story? How better to
engage current debate over essentialism as it pertains to masculine identity than through a
male protagonist who is granted more interiority, more sustained self-reflection, and a
more profound need for self-awareness than perhaps any other character in McCarthy’s
oeuvre?
In Manhood in America Kimmel notes that as we enter the twenty-first century
(recall that No Country for Old Men, though set in the 1980’s, was published in 2005),
American men [are] increasingly angry, not anxious. To be sure American men’s
anxieties about demonstrating and proving masculinity remain unabated. But
American men are also angry. And specifically, it is those American men—white,
native born, middle and lower-middle class—who were the rank and file of our
historical march of self-made masculinity who have become the angriest. (239)
McCarthy’s men fit Kimmel’s demographic perfectly. Country sheriffs, welders, Vietnam
war veterans, we see in No Country for Old Men a cast of male characters who have a
vague sense that the country is slipping away beneath their feet and who are experiencing
an incipient disorientation and dislocation that seems ever more likely to manifest itself
in acts of violence. When Ed Tom goes to speak with Moss’s father near the end of the
novel, their conversation—punctuated by silences as are so many attempts at
communication between men in McCarthy’s novels—revolves around Moss’s
experiences in Vietnam. Moss’s father recalls how when his son returned from the war
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“he went to visit several families of buddies of his that had made it back. He give it up.
He didnt know what to say to em. He said he could see em settin there lookin at him and
wishin he was dead.” He then goes on to say, “We didnt have nothing to give em to take
over there. If we’d sent em without rifles I don’t know as they’d of been all that much
worse off” (294-295). Lewellyn Moss returns to a country that has no idea what to do
with him, a country that wishes much of what he embodies was either dead or confined to
do its dirty work far enough away that the rest of us could pretend it and they did not
exist. As the twentieth century careens toward the twenty first, Moss’s father struggles to
understand how America has become no country for an older version of American
manhood, a version that he, his son, sheriff Bell, and perhaps every other male in
McCarthy’s fictional universe represents. These men have inherited a rule-book of
culturally constructed masculinity not realizing that the game has changed while they
weren’t looking. No Country for Old Men forces them, and us, to look,5 and like so much
of McCarthy’s fiction refuses to offer easy answers. Ed Tom’s revelations to Uncle Ellis,
the extended conversation between the novel’s two old men, is as close as they and their
readers will get.
Interestingly, Ed Tom’s pivotal conversation with Uncle Ellis—in many ways the
thematic heart of the novel—is completely absent from early versions of the story.
McCarthy’s papers, archived as part of the Wittliff Collections of Texas State University,
allow access to the original screenplay version of No Country as well as first attempts to
rewrite it as a novel. Although the finished novel would not appear until 2005, the
archive makes clear that McCarthy had begun working on a screenplay of the story as

5

In this regard No Country manipulates the reader just as McCarthy’s first Western Blood Meridian does.
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early as July 12, 1987.6 This first version along with several subsequent iterations reveal
that although McCarthy had determined a setting (Southwest Texas) and a theme (the
destructive allure of drugs) for his story early on, he was openly experimenting with
many of the story’s other central elements, including characterization and plot. At various
points in the story’s evolution: Moss is simply referred to as The Hunter; Ed Tom’s wife
has died, his daughter has been killed by drug dealers, and he is living with his
granddaughter (a twenty-year old named Peggy at first, later recast as a high school
senior named Melinda); Ed Tom and Moss collude to kill a drug dealer named Ralston;
and Anton Chigurh as psychopathic prophet is reduced to a functionary of Ralston’s
named Milo. One version of the story even has what might be called that rarest of
narrative devices in McCarthy’s work . . . a happy ending: Ed Tom and Moss succeed,
though just barely, in killing Ralston thereby slaking the sheriff’s need for revenge (the
evil Ralston has killed his daughter) and allowing Moss and Margie (later renamed Carla
Jean) to go free with half of the drug money. Ed Tom gives the rest to the county’s poor
(thus sticking it to the DEA and the federal government), and this version ends with the
grandpa and granddaughter mending their strained relationship and exchanging heartfelt
words of love in the hospital room where Ed Tom is recovering from his heroic deeds.7
These early versions of No Country seemingly contain everything but the farmhouse
kitchen sink. What they do not contain, however, is even more interesting: they do not
contain Ed Tom’s italicized monologues and they do not contain a character named
Uncle Ellis. In other words, the early versions of the story offer much more limited
Materials cited in this paragraph are found in Cormac McCarthy Papers, “No Country for Old Men
Draft,” Box 79. Folder 1.
6

More than once McCarthy simply writes “YUK” in the margin of early typescripts next to material that he
would go on to excise from future drafts.
7
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access to Ed Tom’s interiority, to his motivations, to his back-story, and to his growing
ambivalence about his place (and the place of men like him) in contemporary America.
In the published version of No Country Ed Tom goes to visit his Uncle Ellis late
in the novel, at which point he has failed to protect Moss or Carla Jean who are both
dead, failed to retrieve the drugs or the money, failed to bring Chigurh to justice, and in
his own mind at least failed not only at being a sheriff but at being a man. Ed Tom arrives
out at Uncle Ellis’s isolated farmstead and enters a “room [that] smelled of old bacongrease and stale woodsmoke from the stove and over it all lay a faint tang of urine. Like
the smell of cats but it wasnt just cats” (263). The novel’s action takes place in the mid
1980’s, but in visiting Uncle Ellis Ed Tom may as well be entering a time machine; the
room McCarthy describes and the male characters’ pathetic attempts to create a
meaningful domesticity could easily come from Blood Meridian, a novel set over a
century earlier. The point is clear. Ed Tom and Uncle Ellis are both creations and
captives of a masculine identity that not only no longer has a place in contemporary
American life, but may have always been little more than a myth. Uncle Ellis’s devotion
to an outmoded masculinity has paralyzed him, literally and figuratively. He uses a wheel
chair as a result of a gunshot wound suffered decades earlier while serving as a sheriff’s
deputy. He lives alone, without even a television for company, “drinking coffee out of the
same crazed porcelain cups that had been in that house since before he [Ed Tom] was
born” (266). And he, like Ed Tom, has come to suspect the cultural narrative that has
brought him to this point. As the two men attempt to reconstruct a shared past, Uncle
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Ellis says:
This country was hard on people. But they never seemed to hold it to account. In a
way that seems peculiar. That they didnt. . . . How come people dont feel like this
country has got a lot to answer for? They dont. You can say that the country is
just country, it dont actively do nothing, but that dont mean much. I seen a man
shoot his pickup truck with a shotgun one time. He must of thought it done
somethin. (271)
Uncle Ellis and Ed Tom are in much the same condition as the man shooting at his own
truck. Rendered impotent by cultural forces beyond their control, these men frantically
scour the past for any clue or sign that might guide them through the present only to
discover that the masculine identity that enthralled them as young boys and defined them
as grown men has abandoned them in their old age. During the course of their
conversation Uncle Ellis mentions working as a deputy for Ed Tom’s grandad, and as a
cowboy (they paid about the same), and he also mentions being “too young for one war
and too old for the next one” (267). This monologue serves to conflate and deflate many
of the iconic constructions of masculinity (lawman, cowboy, soldier) that McCarthy
explores in his earlier Westerns and that Ed Tom attempts to inhabit in this one. Yet the
end is the same. The arc of responses to this cultural sea change slowly diminishes to a
sordid few: sitting alone in a sort of decaying museum to the past, or blasting shotgun
holes in the side of one’s pickup truck (the equivalent of a cowboy shooting his own
horse), or in the case of Ed Tom coming to the bitter realization that “I’m not the man of
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an older time they say I am. I wish I was. I’m a man of this time” (279)—a realization
that forces him to quit.8
Ed Tom’s entire adult life has been constructed around a story that the events of
the novel force him to reexamine. His visit to his Uncle Ellis provides the opportunity for
this reexamination, for this confession. “It’s about being a war hero” (273), he says and
then launches into an extended monologue, the novel’s longest. A sergeant in a radio
company in the European theatre during World War II, Ed Tom and his fellow soldiers
were pinned down by the Germans after a mortarshell struck the stone farmhouse “we
was holed up in” (274). Most of Ed Tom’s men were dead or dying, but he was able to
fend off the Germans with an aircooled .30 caliber taken from a fellow soldier. “I kept the
rest of em pinned down and all the while I could hear some of our men groanin and I sure
didnt know what I was goin to do come dark. And that’s what they gave me the Bronze
Star for” (275). To which Uncle Ellis responds:
So now you’re fixin to tell me what you done.
Yessir.
When it got dark.
When it got dark. Yessir.
What did you do?
I cut and run. (276)
Ed Tom has been carrying this secret for nearly forty years. “I thought that maybe I could
make up for it and I reckon that’s what I have tried to do” (278). The story he tells has
8

It is entirely possible that the same realization compelled McCarthy to quit the Western as a genre capable
of shedding any more insight into the lasting shadows of American masculinity, shadows he would
continue to explore in his next novel through generic tropes more in line with his early career. The Road
brings his characters and his career back to the Appalachian region of America’s South, territory he first
began to explore in his fiction over a half-century earlier.
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directed every decision he has made, as a husband, as a father, as a sheriff. What Ed Tom
and Uncle Ellis struggle to come to grips with is that their flaws and failures as men are
more than theirs alone, but are woven into the story they and entire generations of
American men have used to define themselves. Such men are incapable of conceiving of
themselves in anything other than heroic terms. As Connell states:
the figure of the hero is central to the Western cultural imagery of the masculine
(a point reinforced by the “warrior” and “hero” archetypes in the current wave of
neo-Jungian books). Armies have freely drawn upon this imagery for purposes of
recruitment. “The United States Army builds MEN,” proclaimed a recruiting
poster of 1917, showing an Aryan mesomorph simultaneously as athlete,
craftsman, crusader and private soldier. (213)
Each of the novel’s central male characters has a military background: Ed Tom in World
War II, and Llewelyn Moss, Carson Wells (and almost certainly Anton Chigurh) in
Vietnam. And each of the novel’s central male characters is essentially without a country,
that is, unable to find in contemporary America a cultural space that makes sense for his
masculinity. When we first meet Moss he is sitting “with the heels of his boots dug into
the volcanic gravel of the ridge” (8), dug into his role as a lone hunter (the name for his
character in the first versions), playing the role of heroic and self-sufficient frontier hero.
When we first meet Carson Wells he is negotiating the return of the drugs, the money,
and Chigurh to an unnamed businessman in a Houston high-rise. Near the end of their
conversation the businessman (most likely a version of Ralston from the early
screenplay) says, “Good hunting, as we used to say. Once upon a time. In the long ago”
(141). Like Moss, Wells has been unable to assimilate into modern America, unable to
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leave behind the identity forged as a special forces soldier in Vietnam, and preferring to
“find people. Settle accounts. That sort of thing” (156). Whereas Moss hunts antelope,
Wells hunts people. The ultimate hunter, of course, is Anton Chigurh, the frontier hero
gone mad. A modern-day Kurtz scouring the West Texas landscape, Chigurh collapses
the distance between cultural constructions of masculinity and the reality of
contemporary American life by simply denying that reality. Like the Judge in Blood
Meridian who says, “Whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without
my consent (198), Chigurh tells Carla Jean,
You’re asking that I make myself vulnerable and that I can never do. I have only
one way to live. It doesnt allow for special cases. A coin toss perhaps. In this case
to small purpose. Most people dont believe that there can be such a person. You
can see the problem that must be for them. How to prevail over that which you
refuse to acknowledge the existence of. Do you understand? When I came into
your life your life was over. It had a beginning, a middle, and an end. This is the
end. (259-260)
Chigurh carves out space within modern America by first carving out nearly everything
that not only makes him a man, but a human. He willingly does what Ed Tom refuses to
do at the novel’s outset when he says, “I think it is more like what you are willin to
become. And I think a man would have to put his soul at hazard. And I wont do that. I
think now that maybe I never would” (5). At its heart No Country for Old Men is the story
of Ed Tom and countless other men like him who fear that they have constructed their
identity on pillars of sand. The constituent elements of masculinity they have inherited
and spent their entire lives trying to inhabit (which are also constituent elements of many
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Westerns, such as stoicism, rugged individualism, militarism, even patriotism) have
bankrupted them as new forces of multi-culturalism and globalism gain currency.
Tellingly, a heavily corrected typescript of McCarthy’s first Western, Blood Meridian,
contains the following note written in pencil near the top of the page: “Kid meets Judge.
Judge explains advent of new age & doom of man.”9 It can be no accident that Ed Tom,
Uncle Ellis, and even Moss spend an inordinate amount of time in stasis, stubbornly
trying to wrap their minds around actions and events that they can neither understand nor
control.10 As mentioned earlier, the novel ends with Ed Tom waking up from a dream,
from a myth, from a fantastic cultural construction of masculinity that has rendered him
obsolete.11 Quitting his job as sheriff is the outward manifestation of a much deeper
existential crisis, for though Ed Tom may not be able to articulate it fully, at some level
he understands that failing as a sheriff means failing as a man. On his last day in office,
and in one of his final monologues, Ed Tom confesses:
I’m being asked to stand for something that I dont have the same belief in it I once
did. Asked to believe in something I might not hold with the way I once did. That’s
the problem. I failed at it even when I did. Now I’ve seen it held to the light. Seen
any number of believers fall away. I’ve been forced to look at it again and I’ve
been forced to look at myself. (298)
9

Cormac McCarthy Papers. Box 35. Folder 8.
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The same typescript contains another handwritten note by McCarthy, near the scene where the Kid will
meet his doom at the hands of the Judge, which reads “There must be a fatal weakness that gives the Judge
the edge. Something—perhaps hinted at . . . that he [the kid] cannot do that seals his fate” (Cormac
McCarthy Papers. Box 35. Folder 8). In this sense, the fatal weakness at the core of many of McCarthy’s
male characters is what they cannot do, their inability to act in ways that make sense in contemporary
America, their insistence on defining themselves in obsolete terms.
In an early monologue Ed Tom admits, “I dont know that law enforcement benefits all that much from
new technology. . . .I still like the old Colts. .44-40. . . . I like the old Winchester model 97. . . . That cruiser
of mine is seven years old. It’s got the 454 in it. You cant get that engine no more. I drove one of the new
ones. It wouldnt outrun a fatman. I told the man I thought I’d stick with what I had” (62).
11
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Looking back on the story of his life, Ed Tom is forced to the bitter realization that “you
can tell it any way you want but that’s the way it is. . . . I didnt know you could steal your
whole life. . . . I think I done the best with it I knew how but it still wasnt mine. It never
has been” (278). Like nearly every male character in McCarthy’s fictional universe, Ed
Tom has been playing a role, a ready-made caricature of masculinity inherited as a
cultural birthright—an amalgam of myths and memories, of desires and denials, of
potentiality and impotence which found its apotheosis in the frontier heroes and cowboys
and rangers of the American Western. Kimmel reminds us that “nowhere could American
men find a better exemplar of rugged outdoor masculinity than out west with the cowboy,
that noble denizen of the untamed frontier. . . . He is America’s contribution to the
world’s stock of mythic heroes” (Manhood 109). The irony—which Ed Tom senses more
deeply than any of McCarthy’s other men—is that the rugged outdoor masculinity set
free in the great wide open of America’s West, rather than liberating men and
empowering them to a more meaningful integration into contemporary culture, ends up
being its own kind of trap.
With No Country for Old Men as his final foray in the genre, Cormac McCarthy’s
turn to the Western reveals itself as both a celebration of its many wonders and a eulogy
for its inherent weaknesses. Reviving and revising many of its central tropes has allowed
McCarthy to sell more books, win more awards, and make more money than at any other
point in his fifty-year career. The Western, seemingly so nostalgic and backward looking,
has also afforded McCarthy a surprisingly precise means of engaging with a range of
contemporary cultural issues, each in its own way connected to conceptions of
masculinity: from America’s ongoing imperialist impulses, to the growing influence of
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gender studies (second-wave feminism and Masculinity Studies), to seismic changes in
the publication industry, the very means by which stories (at least McCarthy’s stories) are
told. “I’m not like you,” Chigurh says in a crossed-out draft of No Country. “I live a
simple life. I have a story to tell. The story is that it is all a lie. It has nothing to do with
money. Money is how you keep score. The meaning of things is always outside them. I’m
not sure you understand what I’m telling you. Or how little you understand me” (Cormac
McCarthy Papers. Box 80. Folder 8). McCarthy’s male misfits (The Judge in Blood
Meridian, the captain in Pretty Horses, Chigurh here) are possessed of a complete
understanding of self, but then again they are nearly possessed—their identities exist
beyond gender, almost beyond humanity. The rest of McCarthy’s men, the “normal”
ones, seem lost. They are the dazed inheritors of a cultural condition Slotkin identified in
Gunfighter Nation in his chapter titled “The Crisis of Public Myth.” “We are in a
‘liminal’ moment of our cultural history,” Slotkin writes, “We are in the process of giving
up a myth/ideology that no longer helps us see our way through the modern world, but
lack a comparably authoritative system of beliefs to replace what we have lost” (654).
Slotkin understood what many men in America are still struggling to figure out: the old
stories do not ring true anymore but a new set of stories capable of speaking to white,
working class men, a set of stories which validates their present and speaks to their
future, has yet to take shape.
McCarthy understands this too, and his Westerns leave readers with more
questions than answers even as the author steadfastly refuses to allow the frontier hero
model of American masculinity to simply ride quietly into the sunset. These works reveal
how the American West, even in its most mythic proportions, has never been capable of
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sustaining the inherent flaws of our culture’s constructed masculinity. “With neither a
feudal aristocracy nor clerical indulgence, American manhood was defined in opposition
to the European version” (Angry White Men 202). American men have always found
European masculinity, Eastern masculinity, suspect . . . too elitist, too effeminate, too
loquacious. To be a real man, an American man (a regular guy, macho, a man of action)
required looking Westward. So after five novels and twenty years as a writer, McCarthy
turned to our country’s dominant cultural narrative of masculinity, stories about people
and places that had contributed more than anything else to our understanding of what it
means to be a man in America. As he began researching and writing his first Western
Blood Meridian much of the genre’s immediacy, relevance, and popularity had already
been drained away, yet he recognized in its tropes, traditions, and near universality an
opportunity to reexamine long-held assumptions about men, the stories they tell, the
stories they need, and the silences that often define their interactions with one another. As
this dissertation has sought to make clear, McCarthy’s five Westerns reveal a surprising
plasticity in a genre too often regarded as inflexible and one-dimensional. His narrative
and structural experimentations breathe new life into a genre too often written off as stale
and tired. His thematic concerns embed his stories in the present rather than rendering
them mere artifacts of a longed-for but fading past. But he and his men are still searching.
Like the men in his stories, McCarthy looked to the West to redefine himself. Stare
too long into the sun, however, and risk blindness. Or, as Jane Tompkins notes in West of
Everything, “to go west, as far as you can go, west of everything, is to die” (24). For
generations American men have drifted Westward, first literally and then fictively,
chasing an idol, searching for a geography that was always more mythic than material.
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The complete title of McCarthy’s first Western is Blood Meridian: Or, The Evening
Redness in the West and the failing light, the redness of a sun already set, symbolizes, as
the Judge states, how man’s “spirit is exhausted at the peak of its achievement. His
meridian12 is at once his darkening and the evening of his day” (146-147). The title of
McCarthy’s last Western alludes to another journey, to the East this time, and another
attempt to locate in a mythic past a conception of masculinity capable of making modern
man feel at home. The inescapable irony, McCarthy suggests, is that no matter how far
East or West American men might journey, they only catch up with themselves in the
end.
So too, perhaps, with McCarthy. Just a year after he published his final Western he
published The Road, a novel that brings him back to where he began. In this Pulitzer
prize winning story McCarthy works to bridge the gap between father and son and set on
paper a construction of masculinity that resonates not just with violence, but with love.
To accomplish this all that is required is that he burn the world to ash, unleash predatory
bands of cannibals upon the land, ignore or commodify women almost entirely, and
provide living testament to Leslie Fiedler’s assertion that American “fiction is not merely
in flight from the physical data of the actual world, in search of a (sexless and dim) Ideal
. . . it is, bewilderingly and embarrassingly, a gothic fiction, nonrealistc and negative,
sadist and melodramatic—a literature of darkness and the grotesque in a land of light and
affirmation” (29). The Road may be all of these things. But it is also a novel that offers a
12

The Oxford English Dictionary contains several suggestive meanings for the word meridian, including
“the point or period of highest development or perfection, after which decline sets in,” “a locality, situation,
or constituency considered as separate and distinct from others, and as having its own particular character;
the special character or circumstances by which one place, person, set of persons, etc., is distinguished from
others” and evocatively “a proper name for the Devil.”
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conception of masculinity lightyears beyond anything in his previous body of work. In
the genre of the Western McCarthy looked to the past to uncover and refashion the story
of American manhood. In The Road he imagines a future without a history, a future
where masculinity can be invented anew: “Sometimes the child would ask him questions
about the world that for him was not even a memory. He thought hard how to answer.
There is no past. What would you like?” (46). In post-apocalyptic America McCarthy
wrenches masculinity free from its cultural roots and grafts a new version in its place.
Authenticity in a world unmoored from history is simple, it is whatever happens next.
“History is what the world is made of,” reads a draft scene from the novel (McCarthy
Papers. Box 87. Folder 3) where McCarthy meditates on the function of language, its
inherent self-referentiality, an “inner world [which] supplies the entities with which to
support its own structure.” His story, indeed. John Beck, in Dirty Wars: Landscape,
Power, and Waste in Western American Literature, expands upon the connections
between McCarthy’s Westerns and The Road:
Taken together, Blood Meridian and The Road represent an uncanny doubling of
before and after history, the mysterious traces of dead civilization in The Road,
like the discovery of an unopened can of Coca Cola, recalling the strewn
potsherds and hieroglyphs that pockmark the landscape of the 1840’s. The Border
Trilogy and No Country for Old Men stand inside this pre- and post-historic
continuum as the fulcrum of the post-World War II present, as the historical
moment that embodies both the legacy of conquest . . . and, with the testing of the
atom bomb at the end of The Crossing, the ground zero beyond which the
catastrophe of The Road becomes inevitable. (294-295)
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A more complete discussion of The Road and McCarthy’s historical experimentations
lies outside the scope of this study, but the love the father and son share in the novel, their
intimacy, their humanity, their shared sufferings and small joys offer intriguing
opportunities for scholars who wish to continue analyzing McCarthy’s career-long
fascination with the history of American masculinity, with the fertile and fraught terrain
between fathers and sons, and with the ongoing search for a time and place in which
American men make sense.
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